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        When the chemistry’s this combustible,

        trouble is always on tap.

      

        

      
        Assistant U.S. Attorney Dominic Price and FBI agent Cameron Byrne collide over high-stakes investigations that blur the line between duty and desire. As old ghosts resurface and new threats close in, Nic and Cam lean on each other more than protocol allows.

      

        

      
        With every case they crack, the trouble grows more personal—and the cost of falling harder rises. Through undercover ops, mob vendettas, cold-case reckonings, and risks that cut too close, one truth remains: they’re stronger together.

      

        

      
        Fast-paced, tense, and tender, the complete Trouble Brewing series—Imperial Stout, Craft Brew, Noble Hops, and Final Gravity—delivers sharp banter, relentless suspense, and slow-burn romance between two men who refuse to back down.
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        With danger this intense and chemistry this lethal, trouble is inevitable.

         

        Assistant U.S. Attorney and brewery owner Dominic Price has spent months trading barbs and heated glances with FBI agent Cameron Byrne—and now their slow burn is about to ignite. But Nic’s life is complicated enough. His star witness just vanished, his joint task force is unraveling, and his past won’t stay buried.

         

        Cam doesn’t mix business with pleasure, but Nic makes following the rules impossible. To save Nic’s case, Cam goes undercover with a dangerous heist crew to rescue the kidnapped witness. Every move risks his cover, his career, and Nic’s heart.

         

        As the case turns deadly, desire collides with duty, and one wrong move could blow the operation—and Cam’s chance with the man he can’t stop wanting.

         

        Smart, sexy, and action-packed, this first book in the Trouble Brewing M/M romantic suspense series blends slow-burn heat, sharp wit, and high-stakes thrills—now newly updated with a fresh cover and light edits.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      One kiss.

      One drunken, ill-advised kiss was going to ruin this entire fucking operation.

      Because Nic was two seconds away from charging out of the surveillance van and telling the man he’d kissed to stand the fuck down. Nic’s reputation as the calm, cool prosecutor would be shattered. Never mind that doing so would likely kill any chance of a second kiss. A second one would be even more ill-advised than the first. Didn’t mean he wanted it any less.

      He also didn’t want Agent Cameron Byrne to die.

      And if Nic’s reputation went up in flames to save the Assistant Special Agent in Charge, then so be it. It was all going to hell these days anyway. Botching a takedown of one of the most wanted heist crews in operation would be icing on the cake.

      But at least Cam would be alive.

      Inside the surveillance van, Nic ripped off his suit coat, rolled up his shirtsleeves, and had his hand over his sidearm, ready to draw and move, when static crackled from the speakers in the wall of monitors.

      Cam’s Boston brogue followed. “Alpha team on the move.”

      Too late.

      Fuck.

      “Copy that, Alpha,” replied Agent Lauren Hall, who was running Command from inside the van with him. “Beta, Charlie, report.”

      “Beta team in position.”

      “Charlie team in position.”

      Beta team was on the roof of the luxury apartment building, right above the target penthouse, while Charlie team was a floor below. Cam and his assault team, kitted out in tactical gear, were moving up the interior stairwell, the camera attached to Cam’s helmet giving Nic and Lauren a bird’s-eye view of their ascent.

      Nic should have been with them, should have been leading them. A former Navy SEAL, he had the training, even if he had spent the past fifteen years in a courtroom. Not to mention this was his case—a joint task force between his US Attorney’s office and the FBI’s San Francisco field office. But Cam had pulled rank and sidelined him.

      Enough, Dominic! Cam had shouted sometime around the tenth or so round of their argument over who would take lead. I catch the criminals; you lock ’em up. End of fucking story. Technically, Cam had been right.

      Didn’t make Nic’s suddenly parched mouth any easier to tolerate.

      “Alpha team in position,” Cam reported, voice quieter as they stood by the stairwell door outside the penthouse apartment.

      “Alpha, Command,” Beta radioed. “Movement to the south.”

      “Hostiles?” Cam barked back.

      Nic scanned the monitors. Where the fuck had they come from? The entire two-block radius around the building had been cordoned off and all the surrounding Financial District buildings cleared. Relatively painlessly at the ass crack of dawn on a Saturday morning, this area of downtown San Francisco predominately offices. Had the feds missed something or someone on their checks?

      Typing fast and furious, Lauren tapped into a security feed on the opposite side of the apartment building. One of the wall monitors flickered, changing its vantage point. She glanced up from her laptop, relaying, “Two masked individuals carrying assault rifles.”

      The dryness crept down Nic’s throat, memories of heat and sand and blood at the edge of his consciousness. Always associated with combat, always there when he was worried, and right now, with new armed players on the scene, his worry for Cam and the teams was magnified.

      “Approaching south stairwell,” Lauren said. “Ninety seconds until they reach your position, Alpha.”

      “Part of the crew?” Cam said.

      Nic swallowed, forcing saliva into his mouth, and uttered a single word. “No.”

      He’d investigated this crew for over a year. He knew every detail of every member—height, build, weapon of choice, how they moved—and these two were no one he’d studied. “Third-party rip-off,” he surmised.

      “Charlie team, move to intercept,” Cam ordered. “Alpha team moving on primary. Priority one, victim rescue. Two, secure the target. Three, apprehend suspects.”

      The target was a portable voice-activated safe containing priceless Serbian artifacts for a museum exhibit next weekend. Millions in jewels, historical texts and sheet music, and textiles that had been rescued from war-torn Kosovo two decades ago. The victims were a Serbian dignitary and his wife whose voices were required to open said safe. They’d only just arrived in town last night, the artifacts and their safe not yet moved to the museum’s secure cage.

      “Our CI is not to be harmed,” Nic reminded him. Abigail Monroe was their confidential informant inside the crew.

      “Roger that,” Cam replied. “On my count . . .”

      Cam got as far as “two” before a hail of gunfire erupted.

      Everywhere.

      Inside the target apartment, on the floor below, and outside the surveillance van. Shots pinged the metal grill and raced up the hood toward the windshield.

      And inside Nic, fear and worry exploded—heat everywhere—before his military training kicked in and his emotions morphed into action. He was fine, he wasn’t in the desert, he’d been trained in urban combat, and fuck it, he needed to protect his position. Once that was done, he’d help Cam whether the bullheaded ASAC wanted him to or not.

      “Go, go, go!” Cam shouted, dispensing with quiet.

      In Nic’s ear, heavy boots pounded up metal stairs, doors slammed open, and gunfire continued to pop, shattering what sounded like wood and glass. Nic’s balance wavered, whether from the strangled shouts in his ear, a similar clenching of his chest, or the sway of the van under assault, he couldn’t say.

      Lauren’s shout of “Command under fire!” snapped him out of it.

      And back to the on-monitor view from Cam’s helmet cam, which abruptly wobbled, the agent’s step faltering.

      “Boston, go!” Nic yelled. “I got this.”

      “Beta, secure Command. Charlie, intercept third party, back up Alpha. Go!” Cam said, before charging out of the stairwell with his team.

      Nic tore his gaze from Cam’s feed and focused on the others, searching for the shooter who had paused firing on the van. “Sweep the area,” he told Lauren as he mentally rewound and counted the previous shots. He needed to know how long the next barrage would go on before he could make a move.

      Her glittery nails flew across the keyboard, new angles and views of the surrounding Financial District blocks appearing on the monitors.

      A bright glare on one screen nearly blinded him. “Stop there!”

      Early morning sunlight bounced off glass—a sniper’s scope—on the second story of the under-construction building across the street.

      Nic reached for his sidearm, then, thinking better of it, grabbed a rifle and scope out of the van’s cage. Darting to the front, he crouched between the seats, behind the dash, as bullets slammed again into the windshield. Cracks snaked across the outside but the reinforced glass continued to hold. Assured of its strength, Nic lifted his head and peered through the scope, spying the shooter’s nest. “Hall!” he shouted back into the van as he attached the scope to the rifle. “Tell Beta team to lay down cover.”

      Lauren relayed the order, and suppressive fire sprayed from the roof of the apartment building. Nic shoved open the driver-side door and rolled out of the van, using the door as a shield. Shots pinged the outside while Beta team’s answering fire whizzed overhead. He counted the sniper’s shots as he lowered the window.

      Reload in three, two, one . . . Another break in the fire.

      Fist raised, he signaled Beta team to hold and rose, bracing his rifle on the window ledge and lining up his shot. At the first glimmer of sunlight on the shooter’s scope, Nic fired, unleashing a full mag into the nest.

      Weapon emptied, he crouched behind the door and waited. No return fire came.

      “You’re clear,” Lauren confirmed after several seconds. “No sign of movement.”

      Standing, Nic tossed the rifle on the driver’s seat and drew his pistol. “I’m going after the shooter.”

      He was halfway across the street when “Alpha team. Agent down! Civilian down!” echoed through the van’s open window. “Radio for EMS!”

      Cam.

      Nic’s already racing heart sped with another burst of fear-soaked adrenaline. He hung a U-turn and sprinted for the apartment building.

      “Get someone in that other building,” he shouted to Lauren as he passed the van. Inside the building, he yanked open the stairwell door and took the steps three at a time, racing toward Cam and the scene. Weapon at the ready, he exited onto the penthouse hallway.

      And into eerie quiet. No gunfire. No shouts. Until an anguished cry broke the silence.

      Nic ran the last few feet to the target apartment, heart in his bone-dry throat, and skidded inside across the slick marble foyer. The place looked like a disaster area. Sunlight reflected off broken glass, splintered furniture littered the space, and blood stained the walls and floor.

      Nic half scrambled, half tiptoed around the cavernous apartment, seeking the source of the blood while trying not to destroy evidence, heart climbing his throat with each step. Past the foyer, he saw the crew’s ringleader handcuffed to the dining bar’s footrest, and next to him, similarly restrained, their breaking and entering specialist. The former’s right arm was covered in blood, but the graze on his outer shoulder didn’t look life-threatening.

      Groaning to Nic’s right drew him into the living room. On the other side of the couch, an agent knelt over another, treating a leg wound. They hadn’t removed their helmets, but Nic could tell neither was Cam. They were thin and lanky, not the broad build of the former baller.

      Was this the agent down? Or was Cam down somewhere too? “Where’s⁠—”

      “Here, Price.”

      Nic’s eyes shot up, connecting with Cam’s black ones across the room. Helmet off, dark hair ruffled, Cam looked fine, if tousled from a fight. A quick up and down of his person revealed no obvious injuries.

      “Boston,” Nic breathed on a grateful sigh. “You okay?”

      Cam nodded and Nic wanted nothing more than to close the distance between them, to claim that second kiss, to wet his worry-parched mouth with Cam’s lips and breath. The epitome of stupid and unprofessional. His haywire instincts were derailed by another agonized cry like the one he’d heard from the hallway. Grim, Cam tilted his head toward the room behind him. “You better come see this.”

      Civilian down, Nic recalled, dread racing up his spine.

      Was it Abby?

      Following Cam into the room, Nic was relieved to see Abby kneeling on the bed, her springy dyed curls unmistakable, bouncing in the breeze from the open window. Relief, however, died a quick death as she shifted back onto her haunches.

      Abby’s hands were covered in blood, but they were nowhere near as coated as the Serbian dignitary’s pressed to his wife’s chest, fighting a losing battle against the life draining out of her.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Cam stood outside a sleeping Stefan Kristić’s hospital room, watching through the door’s narrow window as a nurse tended to his IVs. After they’d told him his wife had died, the inconsolable husband had had to be sedated and his ruptured stitches resewn. Kristić had been shot in the shoulder—a through-and-through, not a fatal chest wound like his wife’s, but painful nonetheless.

      “He sure did make a mess of things,” the nurse muttered as she stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

      “He’ll be okay, though?” Cam asked.

      “As well as can be expected,” she said with grim sympathy for the man in the bed and for a beleaguered Cam.

      He tried to put on a smile, figuring she’d had enough bleakness for one day. “You got a soda machine around these parts?”

      The smile or his accent must have been convincing enough, drawing a small grin from her. “Soda and snacks.” She snaked an arm through his and tugged him down the hall. “Follow me, handsome.”

      His own gray mood unfortunately returned as he stared at the little red lights on the vending machine. Thank God Nurse Adams, who’d slipped him her number, had been called away before his horror at the prices registered. After eight months in the Bay Area, he shouldn’t be surprised—everything cost a fucking fortune here—but two-fifty for a can of soda? Resigned, and in desperate need of caffeine, he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. A lonely dollar was all that greeted him. The horrors today just kept mounting.

      Though Cam only had himself to blame for the earlier one.

      What was supposed to have been a straightforward takedown had turned into a bloodbath. He’d had three teams in position, all his best agents, and the tip had been solid. Scott Chestnut’s crew had moved on the artifacts. What Cam hadn’t foreseen was one of Scott’s crew turning on him—his second-in-command, Rebecca Wright, who it appeared was working with the third party who’d tried to rip off the heist. The artifacts hadn’t been stolen, and all but one of their primary suspects were in custody, but things had gone sideways as fuck in the process.

      Maybe he should have let Nic lead. The former SEAL was certainly capable, even if an Assistant US Attorney leading an FBI team into a raid wasn’t exactly protocol. But if that had been Nic in the middle of the firefight . . .

      Cam banished the thought, only to hear Lauren’s voice in his head, shouting that Command was under fire. At the pop of rifle fire hitting metal and glass, he’d faltered a split second, feeling disconnected, helpless, and overcome with worry for Nic. Was that when Stefan or Anica Kristić had been shot? Or his agent? Had someone taken a bullet because he was distracted? He’d made that mistake before, getting distracted by what he wanted, and someone’s life had been stolen in the process.

      Someone dear to him.

      Wallet still in hand, he withdrew the laminated library card he always carried, running a thumb over a name that wasn’t his. The card had been faded and wrinkled decades ago—well-used—and if not for the effort to preserve it, he wouldn’t have this reminder of what—who—had been lost when he’d been young and distracted.

      This was why he had rules.

      This was also why you weren’t supposed to get involved with colleagues. Granted, it had worked out for his best friend, but Jamie and Aidan were no longer colleagues.

      Not that he and Nic technically were either—colleagues or involved. They worked for separate agencies and one kiss did not a relationship make, even if they had been dancing around an attraction to each other for months.

      An attraction that had boiled over in that one kiss . . .

      Slipping the card back in his wallet and pocketing the leather billfold, Cam slumped against the wall and closed his eyes, recalling the icy hot glare of Nic’s blue ones from across a hotel elevator. Returning to their rooms after Jamie and Aidan’s wedding, he and Nic had been arguing when Cam’s beer-and-whiskey-soaked brain decided the best way to win the argument and shut the man up was to put his mouth to better use.

      Two strides across the elevator cab and he’d grabbed Nic’s sharp, angular jaw and slammed their mouths together. Never one to back down, the prosecutor had argued back, as was their way, but with his tongue instead of words. Forcing his way into Cam’s mouth, he’d taken control of the kiss and owned it. Owned him. Seconds later, when Nic had pushed him out of the elevator onto his floor, Cam had been an aching, turned-on mess.

      Neither had spoken of the kiss in the two weeks since. Nic probably thought he didn’t remember it. There had been hours of beer and whiskey shots and dueling pianos preceding it. Nic sure as fuck remembered it, though. His pale blues strayed to Cam’s mouth more often, he stood just that bit closer whenever they were in the same room, and he argued with him more hotly. Like he wanted, consciously or not, to incite another explosive reaction.

      Another kiss.

      Cam never corrected Nic’s assumption, nor did he rise to the bait again, intentionally laid or not. Between his new role as San Francisco ASAC, and his new two-fifty-a-soda life in the Bay Area, which his government salary did not cover, his plate was already full of complications. And there was also the matter of Nic having once dated Aidan Talley, who was both Cam’s new partner and his best friend’s new husband. All signs pointed to danger.

      So of course his fucking dick wanted to run straight to it. He’d had those impulses, that other side of himself, under control. Work hard, play hard, but not like the punk kid who’d sacrificed something precious for what he’d wanted or the hotshot college athlete who’d fucked his way through every fraternity and sorority at Boston College, still wild and desperate to blot out the past. Before he’d found the FBI and Atonement Avenue. Now, he worked hard as a kidnap specialist, rescuing himself and others in trouble, and limited his play to the occasional man or woman in his bed. That was how he stayed focused at work, how he avoided distractions that ended in tragedy.

      Then into his life walked Dominic Price, and Cam wanted to throw all his rules out the window.

      And look what that distraction might have cost them today.

      Groaning, Cam scrubbed his hands over his face, trying to block out the sight of Kristić in his hospital bed and the memory of his wife bleeding out, only to have the object of his distraction appear in the vending room doorway. Nic stood over the threshold, all six feet plus of him looking cool, calm, and perfectly suited, not a brown or gray hair on his head out of place despite the rough-and-tumble morning.

      No, no thinking of rough.

      And definitely no thoughts of tumbling.

      “Bowers is here,” Nic said. “In the waiting area.”

      Cam’s thoughts instantly righted. “Fuck. I thought he’d at least wait ’til we got back to the Federal Building.”

      Nic shook his head. “We interrupted his day on the greens. He came straight here from the club.” Nic’s asshole boss was going to be extra salty. “I can deal with him myself,” Nic offered.

      “No.” Cam pushed off the wall. “This is a joint op.”

      “And your charm seems to have worn off where my boss is concerned.”

      “He likes you any better?”

      Cam wondered if San Francisco’s US Attorney had always been chilly toward his best AUSA or if he’d only become frigid in recent months as Nic’s ties to the FBI grew stronger. Both agencies were under the Department of Justice, often working side by side, but Bowers liked to think he was top dog. Since taking the helm as Special Agent in Charge, Aidan had disabused Bowers of his top-dog notion frequently. And Cam, whom Bowers used to like, had taken his partner and friend’s back. As had Nic. Their names had since skyrocketed up Bowers’s shit list, which Cam didn’t doubt was long.

      “Conceded,” Nic said, holding an arm out toward the hallway.

      Cam strode past, ignoring the other man’s tempting body heat. “Why is he all over our asses on this one?” Even given their shit-list perch, this was more oversight than usual.

      “High-profile, Aidan’s gone, hoping DOJ doesn’t reappoint him. Take your pick.”

      “Lot to pick from,” he said as they made their way down the hallway to the waiting area. “How do you want to play this?”

      “Like any other debrief. We did nothing wrong.”

      “Tell that to Stefan Kristić.”

      Nic paused mid-stride and turned directly to him, blocking Cam’s path. “You ran a clean op. We had no indication of other parties on the scene.” His conviction was fierce, and Cam appreciated the support, especially as Nic had wanted to run the operation himself.

      “We should have checked the surrounding areas more closely,” Cam said. “Or dug deeper into Becca’s background.”

      “One, the third parties came up through the BART tunnels after we’d cleared the area. Two, all we’ve done for months is dig into background. There was no indication Becca had turned against Scott. You know that as well as I do.”

      Cam cast his gaze aside, rubbing a hand over his rough jaw, long past shave time. “We must have missed something.”

      Nic’s hand at his elbow, gently tugging it down, startled him out of his self-recrimination. “We didn’t miss anything,” he said, voice soft, comforting, like his thumb caressing the inside of Cam’s elbow was probably supposed to be. And it was. But it was more too, and Cam’s body reacted, his rampaging pulse doing its best to pump all his blood south.

      “Price! Byrne! In here now!”

      Nic’s eyes flashed—equal parts desire and fury—before he snatched his hand away and turned, putting himself between Cam and Bowers. “On our way,” he returned. Cool, calm, all trace of fire gone. He’d tucked it away behind that smooth professional mask.

      Cam marveled at the skill, so much more refined than his own, while also appreciating the extra time to compose himself. Rolling down his shirtsleeves, he buttoned the cuffs and caught up to Nic outside the waiting room. They entered together, a united front.

      “Where’s Talley?” Bowers barked, beady eyes staring them down.

      “On his honeymoon,” Cam said, telling Bowers what he already knew.

      Aidan’s out-of-office days had been on all their calendars for months.

      “He should have come back for this,” Bowers said. “Or you should have waited.”

      “And how would that’ve worked?” Cam replied, irritation bleeding through his thinning patience. “Were we supposed to call up Scott and tell him it wasn’t a good day for the feds to bust his crew? I guarantee the heist would have happened in that case.”

      Bowers’s round face reddened. “Maybe no one would have died.”

      “On the contrary,” Nic said, “more than one person would have probably died if Cam’s team hadn’t intervened.”

      “Some consolation,” Bowers huffed. “I’ve got a dead dignitary’s wife on my hands and the Serbian consulate and DOJ breathing down my neck.”

      Cam’s bravado waned, reminded of Anica Kristić bleeding out as her husband tried to stem the flow, and of Stefan Kristić, thrashing in his hospital bed when the doctors told him his efforts had been in vain.

      “You can tell the Serbian consulate we have the parties responsible in custody.”

      “Not all of them,” Bowers said. “Rebecca Wright’s still out there.”

      “I’m on my way to question Abby next,” Nic said. “We’ll find Becca.”

      “And who she’s working for. Justice wants this operation, all the way up the ladder, shut down for good.”

      Cam bristled at being told again what he already knew, especially when he and Nic had put in far more hours than Bowers had on this case.

      He held his tongue, though, until Bowers disappeared into the elevator at the end of the hall. “I hate that fucker.”

      “Not half as much as I do,” Nic answered through gritted teeth.

      Cam sensed there was more there but now wasn’t the time to press. “I need to get to the office. See what the team’s got on the other shooters.”

      “And I need to talk to Abby.”

      “I want to be there for that.” Cam wanted to know how their CI hadn’t had a clue her girlfriend was about to turn on the crew.

      Nic, however, shook his head. “She’s better one-on-one. Let me talk to her first, then you can question her tomorrow.”

      Cam didn’t like it, but she was technically Nic’s CI, his play. And the prosecutor did seem to trust her. “All right,” Cam said. “Debrief first thing tomorrow?”

      Nodding, Nic turned toward the exit, already on to the next task just as Cam had suggested, but Cam wasn’t ready to let him go yet. He shot out a hand, grabbing his biceps. “I’ll catch the rest of ’em,” he said, finding the words he should have said to Bowers.

      “And I’ll prosecute them.” Bitterness belied Nic’s words.

      Cam slid his hand down to Nic’s elbow, mimicking the earlier touch through the superfine wool of the dapper prosecutor’s suit coat. “I’m sorry about the way this turned out today. For Kristić, his wife, my agents. But I’m not sorry I took the lead. And I’m not sorry you were in the van.”

      “I still got shot at.”

      “By one shooter. You weren’t in the middle of the firefight.”

      Nic pressed his lips together like he was measuring his words, eventually settling on, “I could have helped. Maybe saved⁠—”

      Cam tightened his hold, fingers digging into sinewy muscle through layers of fabric. “You could have maybe died. I’m not risking that, Price. I’m not risking you.”
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      Hands clasped behind his back, Nic stood in his war room, ignoring the long conference table littered with legal pads and file folders, and stared at their suspect board instead. His and Aidan’s scribbled notes covered half the whiteboard: timelines, bank accounts, travel itineraries. On the other half, they’d hung suspect photos in pecking order.

      Scott was at the top. Directly below him, Becca, his second-in-command who’d turned on him and escaped with the rip-off crew. On the next line down, below Becca, was the crew’s “talent.” Mike, the B&E guy, who was also keeping mum in a cell, and Abby, Nic’s confidential informant and now star witness.

      As Becca’s girlfriend and the key to the operation, she’d had a front row seat to everything. And a little sister she was trying to protect. That had been what led Abby to the courthouse to find Nic, sent to him by another contact he’d worked a deal for. She’d been the break in the case they’d sorely needed.

      Bowers apparently thought she was the key to today’s mishap as well. “Why aren’t you interrogating Monroe already?” he blustered from over the threshold.

      Nic forced his lip not to curl. “Abby just got here from holding an hour ago. It took some time for the legal paperwork to process on a Saturday. I checked on her. She’s understandably upset after this morning. I’ll question her when she’s calmed down and able to focus.”

      “She’s not a witness, Price. She’s a suspect. Take off the kid gloves.”

      Nic rubbed a hand over his mouth, trapping his retort.

      “Maybe I should question her,” Bowers said, misreading Nic’s restraint as hesitation. “Maybe that scene today shook you up too.”

      It had, not that Nic would ever admit it to another soul, especially Bowers, and especially when Bowers was wrong about why the botched raid had thrown him for a loop. For fuck’s sake, he was former Special Forces and a fifteen-year prosecutor, first with the JAG Corps and then the US Attorney’s Office. He’d unfortunately seen worse—more blood and guts and foul play in his lifetime than anyone should ever witness. Anica Kristić bleeding out, Becca turning on her crew, even the shots fired on the surveillance van, were not why his mouth had gone dry and his skin still felt like it had baked in the desert sun. No, the source of Nic’s earlier distress was now safe two floors above in the FBI’s offices.

      Thanks to that, the scene earlier today no longer affected him, and he’d have no trouble questioning Abby. His only trouble now was his goddamn boss. Bowers wanted him to go in there swinging, which was Bowers’s style, and it worked for him most of the time. For Nic too, when he needed to go on the attack. But this wasn’t that situation. Abby was his CI. He knew her and Bowers didn’t. Bowers thought she was just another suspect, another lead to work, and that would be Bowers’s primary focus with DOJ breathing down his neck. He didn’t see Abby as a victim too. Blaming Abby and strong-arming her was not the best way to the answers Bowers wanted.

      “We need this one, Price.”

      “Understand that, sir,” Nic said. “Scott’s in custody, as is their B&E guy. With Abby’s testimony, Mike will flip and Scott will plead out too.”

      “And Rebecca Wright? The new crew she’s working with?”

      “No activity, according to the Bureau. We’re aiming to extract possible locations, among other things, from Scott and Mike in exchange for pleas.”

      “We could use Kristić and those artifacts as bait. Or your CI.”

      Swinging was one thing, sacrificing another. No stopping Nic’s lip curl this time.

      Do whatever and sacrifice whomever to make the case. There had to be a line, and he and Bowers disagreed frequently where that line was.

      But at least he generally knew where it would land with Bowers. As ready as he was to be rid of Bowers, who would Justice appoint next? It sure as fuck would never be him in the boss’s chair, not that he wanted it. He had more flexibility and more court time as an AUSA, picking and trying cases and putting away criminals, versus admin bullshit and political ass-kissing. Besides, he’d ruffled too many feathers, had had too many lovers, and had too many skeletons in his and his family’s closets to clear full-blown hearings. More than that, he was gay, very out about it, and that wouldn’t fly with the current administration, even at a post in San Francisco. Maybe if he were bisexual, like Cam, he could pull it off, but he wasn’t. He liked men, period. He’d never wavered, even when his sexual orientation had gotten him disowned.

      “I don’t think that’s the right move yet,” Nic answered, a hedge without being in open rebellion. There’d been enough of that last year. He was lucky to still have his job, even if the chain of command had soured.

      “Monroe thinks she’s bait regardless,” Bowers said. “Why not use her?”

      “Doesn’t mean she should be. Let’s try the less dangerous route first. Avoid any more deaths if we can help it. Abby will come around and give us what we need. She’s just a little rattled still.”

      Bowers’s glowering visage indicated he wanted to argue more, but he deferred for now. “Fine. So long as you get her unrattled and ready for the arraignment.”

      “Working on it, sir.”

      Following his boss out, Nic closed the war room door behind them. At the elevator bank, Bowers boarded a cab down, probably back to finish his round of golf. Good, less chance of him interfering. Nic walked on across the main floor, empty on a Saturday afternoon, to the small conference rooms at the far end.

      “How’s she doing?” he asked Tony, the guard posted outside the room where Abby was waiting.

      “Gave her the tablet with an audiobook on it, like you suggested.” The big man smiled, shaking his head. “Peeked in a few times. Never seen anyone take notes like that except in class.”

      Nic opened the door and sure enough, Abby had both earbuds in, listening intently, while filling a yellow legal pad with barely legible script. Spotting him, she breathed out a relieved sigh, then held up a single finger, signaling him to wait.

      He gestured for her to continue and slid into the chair across from her.

      With her free hand, she absently twirled a ringlet of hair around her finger, the purple streaks complementing her brown skin and olive eyes. A minute later, she paused the playback and popped out the earbuds, looking up at him.

      “What’d you detect?” Nic asked.

      “Narrator’s from California. When she does the British accent, there’s no underlying lilt or drawl like the little extra twang when an American from Texas or the South tries to pull off the Queen’s English.”

      “Can you mimic it?”

      Tucking one earbud back in, she offered him the other and pressed Play.

      Nic only needed to listen for a second, a smile stretching across his face. “I know it well.”

      “Fantasy fan?”

      “That, and I have a traffic-filled commute to work every day.”

      She grinned, tired but true, then started repeating the couple of sentences she’d played for him, the accent getting closer each try until, on the fourth, it was an exact replica of the narrator’s put-on British.

      And that was why Scott’s crew needed her. A military brat who’d been dragged all over as a child, Abby had grown up to be a languages and accents savant who could speak and understand multiple languages and who could mimic nearly any accent, including Anica Kristić’s unique Romani-Slavic dialect. He’d never heard anything like it nor met anyone with Abby’s skill.

      “Nice work,” he said with a smile.

      She wrapped the cord for the earbuds around the device. “Thanks for this. It helped, a lot.”

      “Knew a guy in the Navy. He was younger so I wasn’t in with him long, but he hummed aloud on flights and in his head when he lined up a shot. Centered him.”

      “That’s exactly it.” She relaxed back in the chair, player in her lap.

      With Abby finally wound down, Nic approached the topic that had brought them there. “Tell me what happened today.”

      “There was so much blood.” She wrung her hands, staring down at them as if they were still covered in it. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “Take it from the top. We’ll get to where it went wrong.”

      She clasped her hands on the table, fingers laced to still their movement. “We were in the vacant condo across the hall. Where I’d called you from.”

      She’d called in the wee hours of the morning once she’d had a second alone. They’d had less than an hour to clear the area and move into position. Cam’s operation prep had been solid, ready to move at a second’s notice.

      “The portable safe was in the living room,” Abby continued. “We were supposed to go in quiet and take the safe if we could. If we couldn’t, Scott had been practicing the husband’s part. I had the wife’s down. They should have never heard us.”

      Cam’s team had tried to warn the Kristićs, but there’d been no answer to their calls, texts, or emails, and they couldn’t approach to warn in person without tipping off Scott’s crew. It had been a calculated risk based on Abby’s intel that the op would go down quiet as she described. Cam’s team would be waiting to pounce in the hallway once they’d exited.

      Except gunfire had erupted inside the apartment first. “Someone did hear?” Nic asked.

      “The husband opened the bedroom door, and Becca . . .” Abby closed her eyes, face turned away. She started again after another hard swallow. “Becca shot him, Scott shouted, and the next thing I knew, they were shooting at each other.”

      “The gunfight that drew the tactical team?”

      Abby nodded. “They stormed in after Scott and Mike first, and Becca rushed us into the bedroom.”

      “That’s when she shot Anica?”

      “She was distraught, screaming after her husband. Becca shot her point-blank.” Abby’s voice quieted to a whisper. “I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. She’s threatened before but never . . .”

      “How’d you get loose? How’d Becca get out?”

      “She ran to the window. Said the cops were shooting at something across the street instead and that we could jump to the balcony below. Some guys would meet us there.”

      Nic hung his head. They’d been covering him and Lauren in the van. He’d drawn Beta team off the exterior and Charlie team off the third floor and the rip-off crew. “She went out through the window?”

      Abby nodded again. “I’m terrified of heights. She knows that. Cops were closing in, so she left me helping the wife. Made me promise not to cooperate or she’d . . .” Abby lost her words again, and Nic understood why.

      “She threatened to hurt your sister?”

      “Yeah.” Abby reached for the tablet again, unwinding the earbud cord and weaving it through her fingers, a nervous tic not limited to her hair. “She said she’d come for me. She’s not gonna let me or the job go.”

      “She’s down you, Mike, and her ringleader.”

      Abby laughed, short and harsh. “You thought Scott was the leader?”

      “We traced the payoff funds to his accounts.”

      “Becca let him front as the lead to protect her own ass, but she called the shots. As for Mike, B&E guys are a dime a dozen. She’s probably already found a replacement and muscle to replace Scott.”

      Maybe the two rip-off guys who’d helped her escape.

      “Why didn’t you tell us Becca was the real lead?” Nic asked.

      She shrugged, eyes downcast. “I hardly knew you. If you turned on me, all I had left was her. And she’s the one holding a felony over my little sister’s head.”

      Nic couldn’t trust Abby completely, especially after she’d held back this crucial information, but he understood why she’d done it. Yes, Abby was a criminal—he had no delusions there—but from everything he’d seen and heard since Abby had sought him out, including today, she’d gotten into this for love, not for the money or to harm anyone, and now she was stuck, a victim of Becca’s emotional manipulation. And actual blackmail.

      “All that’s left is for her to come for me,” Abby said, fear making her voice tremble. “Then she’ll make another run at the artifacts.”

      “Which are now locked up tight in the museum’s vault.”

      Abby tapped a nail on the table, the repetitive knock-knock-knock loud in the otherwise quiet room. “Nothing is as secure as you think.”

      Nic reached across the table, stilling her hand. “We’ve got eyes on your sister and we’ve got a safe house ready for you.”

      Sliding her hand out from under his, she patted the back of his as if he were a child. “Which I guarantee she’ll case. The courthouse too.”

      “You think she’ll make a move there?”

      She gave him a duh face, and Nic conceded the point. Abby was invaluable, not just for this job but for others too as voice recognition technology continued to grow in popularity for high-end safes.

      He drummed his thumbs on the table, contemplating alternatives. “I can’t move the arraignment from the courthouse, but I can talk to the clerk about keeping the exact time and courtroom under wraps. We’ll change it at the last minute if we need to. Throw her off a bit.”

      “And the safe house?”

      “We’ll move you each night. I’ll also coordinate with the feds to add more guards to Tony’s protection team.”

      Abby lifted the tablet. “Could use some more audiobooks too. Good distraction.”

      “I think we can arrange that.”

      Worries seemingly allayed, Abby braced her forearms on the table and tilted toward him, flashing her cleavage. “You single, Attorney Price?”

      “Yes, but this”—he gestured between them—“would be a clear violation of attorney ethics rules.”

      She flapped a hand like she was swatting a fly. “Rules.”

      “You’re also not my type.”

      She twirled an errant ringlet of her hair again. “Blondes instead?”

      He leaned forward and lowered his voice like he was about to tell her a secret. Building a sense of trust with his witness. “Men instead.”

      Her eyes rounded and her mouth dropped open in a silent Oh. He laughed out loud as he pushed to his feet.

      “That’s cool,” she said, recovering. “Good for you.”

      “Good for you too. I’m a terrible boyfriend.”

      She reclined back in her chair, tucking an earbud back in. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      He didn’t correct her, choosing instead to be amused at the end of this long, terrible day. He was still grinning when he walked back into his war room and found Lauren at the head of the table, face hidden behind her laptop screen, long brown hair escaping from the wobbly pencil bun atop her head.

      His smile grew wider, then died when she glanced up, her blue eyes filled with worry.

      His earlier distress came roaring back, mouth dry and skin on fire. He almost voiced it, almost asked, Where’s Cam?, then caught himself, correcting and asking more vaguely, “What’s wrong?” and praying the answer didn’t involve the ASAC.

      “The shooter who targeted the van,” Lauren said. “I don’t think he was with either crew.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He left behind this phone.” She disconnected the generic burner model from her laptop. “I cracked it.”

      Nic eyed the device like it was poisonous. Ridiculous—it was just a piece of handheld electronics—but judging by Lauren’s wariness, his caution was warranted. “What’s on it?”

      She held the phone out to him. “It’s wiped clean except for these.”

      He slid it from her hand and stared at the picture on the screen.

      Of him.

      He swiped his thumb left across the screen. Again and again. More pictures of him.

      At the Federal Building. At the UN Plaza food trucks. At the gym where he worked out.

      Lauren closed her laptop, the click loud like the gunshots that had hit their van earlier today. That had been aimed at him.

      “You were the target.”
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      Nic swung his truck into a parking spot near the front entrance of Gravity Craft Brewery. Five years ago, when his friend and SEAL teammate Eddie Vasquez transferred out of the Navy to the local Coast Guard unit, they’d tapped their savings, bought a couple of old warehouse buildings in Redwood City, and opened the microbrewery they’d dreamed about while stuck in the desert together.

      It wasn’t easy working the equivalent of two full-time jobs, but Nic wouldn’t have his other job forever. The writing was on the wall at the US Attorney’s Office. He didn’t want it forever either or a similar job in private practice. As much as he loved the courtroom, he’d started to itch for a different challenge. In Gravity, he was building something with his teammate and friend, a future they could call their own. Every hour Nic spent at the brewery, even the hours doing paperwork as Gravity’s business manager, were worth it. For perhaps the first time since he’d stepped into the Navy enlistment office the day after high school graduation, Nic felt like he was taking control of his destiny again.

      On his way to the door, he peered between the brewery buildings to the back lot where tonight’s band and food trucks were shutting down. The music and variety of food options together with the hanging lights and electrical spools-turned-tables and barrels-turned-stools created a festive atmosphere that drew a steady crowd on weekends when they were open to the public.

      One of Eddie’s more brilliant ideas.

      He keyed in his access code, the electronic lock switching from red to green just as the hanging lights over the back lot darkened, leaving only the sodium lights glowing in the main lot behind him. Slipping inside, Nic waited for the lock to reengage, then followed the wail of nineties grunge toward the expansive tasting area.

      “Yo!” Eddie called from behind the bar.

      Par for the course, Eddie’s black brewery tee was about to bust at the seams, the falling-apricot logo on the short sleeve peeling and cracking with each swipe he made over the bar top. Eddie’s shirts had always been two sizes too small. Just like his gravity-defying pompadour of jet-black hair had rarely deflated since he’d grown it back out.

      Nic grabbed another bar towel and began wiping down the stools and pub tables around the tasting room. “Good crowd tonight?”

      “Packed. Only a couple cases left of the imperial stout and the public stock of IPA is selling fast too. Few more weeks at most.”

      More than half their award-winning IPA had already been committed to restaurants. The fast-moving other half was a good sign. “You brew a mean beer,” Nic said with a nod to his brewmaster.

      “Damn right I do.” Eddie grinned, fist out for a bump. Nic returned it—top, bottom, then knuckles. “Didn’t think you’d make it in tonight.”

      “Work thing,” Nic replied.

      Eddie shot him a disapproving glare, and Nic shot him one back plus the middle finger. Eddie was the last person to give him shit for working too much. Gravity aside, Eddie’s Coast Guard hours, while more predictable than other service branches, were far from nine-to-five.

      “Went tits up?” Eddie asked.

      “That’s being generous.”

      Whistling low, Eddie drew a pint of pilsner off the tap and passed it across the bar. “Guessin’ you need this, then.”

      “No question there.”

      As if the shoot-out, asshole boss, fretting CI, and apparent attempt on his life hadn’t been enough, Nic had spent hours filling out paperwork for rotating safe houses and rousing court clerks about rotating courtrooms. By the time he’d left the office once Tony radioed in that Abby was secure in tonight’s location, he’d angered more than just Bowers.

      Taking a long draw of his favorite brew, Nic forgot about all that shit for a few heavenly seconds. With a higher malt concentration than other pilsners, Gravity’s Alto Pils was less sweet and more spicy. “A standout in its class,” according to Beer Advocate. He took another swallow, savoring, before his happy sigh turned weary.

      “And I’ve still got another call with the feds.” He needed to touch base with Cam and see if he’d gotten anywhere with Scott or Mike. He also needed to find out if Lauren had said anything to Cam about the shooter. Nic had sworn her to secrecy but technically her duty was to the FBI, not him.

      He should have called Cam on the drive down from the city, but he’d taken the rare, traffic-free forty-five minutes for himself, enjoying the relative silence after an otherwise very loud day.

      Eddie yanked Nic’s bunched-up bar towel out from under his fisted hand. “I stand by my earlier glare. You work too much.”

      “Whatever you say, Pot.”

      Chuckling, Eddie ran the towels over the bar once more, then tossed them into the laundry basket beneath the back bar. “Speaking of, I’m due at Alameda at oh-five-hundred.”

      “Then what the fuck are you still doing here?”

      He stretched out a hand to Nic, as if for a handshake. “Hi, Kettle, I’m Pot, nice to meet you,” he said with a brown-eyed wink.

      Nic swatted his meaty paw away, laughing. “You know how long?”

      “Captain thinks a couple weeks.”

      Probably a drug interdiction matter then—chasing illegal drug vessels around the Pacific—which meant it would land on Nic’s desk eventually. “I’ll check the schedules. Make sure we’re covered here since I won’t be around much either. Trial.”

      “Already done. Ang and Steph will hold down the fort.” They’d lucked out in the staff lottery, finding not one but two UC Davis grads who were talented apprentice brewers and competent assistant managers.

      “Good deal.” Nic finished off his beer and handed the pint glass to Eddie, who rinsed and put it in the dishwasher.

      “Owe the team a couple cases.” Eddie stepped out from behind the bar. “Help me load ’em?”

      “Sure thing.” Nic shrugged out of his coat and tie, pushed up his shirtsleeves, and followed Eddie into the warehouse. They carried two cases of Belmont Red Ale out to Eddie’s sand-crusted Wrangler, surfboards still stacked on top. Nic liked the coast all right—had spent plenty of time there as a kid—and Eddie’s place in Half Moon Bay was great. As nice as it was though, Nic could never live there. Not in a place where sand in his shoes was a daily occurrence. Not again.

      Eddie slammed the trunk shut, snapping Nic out of his thoughts. “How much longer you gonna be?” he asked.

      “Need to make that call, then I’ll be on my way.” Nic followed him to the driver’s side, waited for Eddie to climb in, then held out his fist. “Don’t run to your death.”

      Eddie bumped back. “Hooyah.”

      Once Eddie’s taillights cleared the lot, Nic started back to the main building, pausing halfway when his phone vibrated.

      Unknown lit up the screen.

      “Nic Price,” he answered. Silence greeted him. “Hello, is anyone there?” Still nothing. “Who is this?”

      A male voice answered but not from the phone. “I’d be more worried about who’s here than who’s on the phone,” he said from behind Nic.

      One look over his shoulder and Nic spied a shiny-suited man rushing toward him. The big guy wrapped his arms around him from behind, and though he’d gotten the jump on him, Nic thought someone was a fool for not telling this idiot who he was up against. Even without the KA-BAR and Beretta he’d left in his truck, Nic could take this guy.

      Or maybe someone had warned the goon, because a second one came barreling out of the back lot, pistol aimed at Nic. “I’d stay still if I were you.”

      “Why don’t you stay still for me?” Nic replied.

      Using the big man behind him as a support post, Nic crossed his arms, grabbed the stranger’s biceps, and curled up with his abs, lifting his legs off the ground. One swift scissor kick and Goon Two’s weapon was gone.

      Another swift kick to Goon Two’s blond head and he hit the pavement. One threat neutralized, Nic swung his legs down with as much force as he could muster and used his momentum to flip Goon One over his back, laying him flat out next to his partner. Nic plucked his sidearm free in the process, so by the time the two idiots staggered up, Nic had a pistol leveled on each.

      The Silicon Valley version of “muscle,” their trainer-honed physiques were decked out in designer suits and Italian loafers, capped off with three-figure haircuts. They looked like TV G-men, not real-life enforcers, but the weapons in Nic’s hands were very real and very high-powered. Jacked as they were, the handguns were also highly illegal.

      “Gentlemen.” Nic widened his stance. “You want to tell me who sent you here?”

      The dark-haired one tried to skirt around Nic to the door. “Your father give you the money for this place?”

      Nic blocked him. “Not a single goddamn dime.”

      “If he did”—Goon One talked over him—“we’d have to take our cut. Your father’s debts are growing by the day.”

      Nic schooled his features, more to hide his anger than any sort of surprise. He’d heard the rumors floating around. His father, Curtis Price, was selling off his real estate holdings. Most speculated he was cashing out, old age and a booming real estate market hastening the sell-off. Nic knew better. One, cashing out for what? Curtis sure as shit wasn’t putting the money away for him. And two, his father never gave up control of anything unless he was forced to. So now, whatever upside-down deal he’d made was blowing back on Nic.

      “Wonder what this property would sell for?” Goon Two said. “I suspect the value might decline if something unfortunate were to happen. Alcohol burns fast, I hear.”

      “Bet the insurance proceeds would be significant,” Goon One added.

      Red-hot rage surged through Nic. He kept a lid on it, barely, taking a measured breath and keeping his aim steady, an idle tune flitting through his head. “I asked who sent you here.”

      Goon One reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a card. He held it out to Nic. “Our employer wants to be sure you’re aware of the issue.”

      A mind-boggling dollar amount was scribbled on the back of the heavy ecru cardstock. Nic turned it over and bit back a curse as he read the printed block letters.

      VAUGHN INVESTMENTS.

      He should have fucking known. Duncan Vaughn, the man Nic’s father was apparently indebted millions to, was a prominent “real estate investor,” among other things. Crook was more accurate.

      “That what those shots at me earlier today were about?” Nic asked.

      Silence from the Goon Squad.

      “I haven’t spoken a word to my father in twenty-seven years,” Nic carried on, “and I don’t want a fucking cent of his money. Never did. He sells his properties, Vaughn can take the money. Leave me and my brewery the fuck out of it.”

      “Your last name Price?” Goon One said.

      Nic gritted his teeth.

      “We’re just here to remind you.”

      “Take your reminders and shove them up your ass.”

      Goon Two smirked. “I hear you’re fond of shoving things in asses.”

      Nic snapped. He shot out a leg, sweeping the thug’s out from under him, dropping him to the ground, and shoved the pistol in his face, all the while keeping the other weapon trained on Goon One. “I don’t want to see either of you here again. If you set one foot on these premises or inside the brewery, or harass any of my staff, I’ve got weapons deadlier than these. And I know how to use them.”

      He stepped back, far enough for Goon Two to scramble to his feet. He could take these two into custody right now. Cuff them and call the cops or Cam to come get them. But in the past, he’d seen Vaughn’s goons get off with barely a slap on the wrist. Nic would get more out of this encounter by letting them go, tracing the weapons, and fishing for more information, without letting on that he was going to cause trouble.

      “Give those back to us,” Goon Two said, jutting his chin at the pistols.

      “No way in hell.” Nic’s aim didn’t waver. He’d held weapons aloft for much longer than this before. “Now get the fuck out of here.”

      The dark-haired one moved, preparing to attack, but Blondie had had enough. He put a hand out, holding him back. “Another time, Mr. Price.”

      Nic sure as fuck hoped not.

      They disappeared out the back lot, a car roaring to life and peeling away seconds later. Clicking on the pistols’ safeties, Nic shoved them in his back waistband and picked up the phone he’d dropped in the scuffle.

      The Unknown caller had hung up. No way to call back either. “Shit!”

      Hurrying inside, he slammed the door closed behind him, the plate glass rattling, and forced his keyed-up self to wait for the lock to reengage. Once it glowed red, he headed for the tasting bar, laid the handguns and phone out on a bar towel, then poured himself another pint of Pils. He quenched his dry mouth and waited for his pulse to slow. For his mind to move past worry—for his brewery, his business, his future—and on to formulating a plan to save it.

      He needed information. And backup.

      The unofficial sort if he wanted to keep whatever mess his father had gotten into from fucking up his own life. Or worse, threatening someone he cared about, the list of targets having grown alarmingly long over the past year. Before, it had been a short list—his SEAL team, Eddie, Gravity, the handful of people who worked for them. He’d held everyone else back, had avoided relationships beyond the professional or very casual nonprofessional context. People got hurt in his orbit even when he tried to do right, and after the pain he’d caused already, he didn’t deserve more than what he allowed.

      He didn’t want to cause anyone else that sort of pain again.

      But then he’d gotten tangled up with Aidan’s lot, including the ASAC Nic wanted, against his better judgment, to know in a decidedly more than professional or casual context—whether he deserved to or not.

      Taking another long swallow of beer, Nic picked up his phone and activated the secure call app. He scrolled to the most resourceful person among the six contacts listed there.

      “Price,” Melissa Cruz answered, instantly alert. “Talk to me.”

      They’d worked together often when Mel was the FBI SAC before Aidan, and their working relationship had continued despite her retirement from the Bureau. Chief of Security for the Talley family’s shipping company by day, bounty hunter—maybe also mercenary, Nic knew better than to ask—by night, she’d delivered more than one wanted criminal to him. Now he needed her assistance dealing with the criminal element threatening his own life.

      “I need your help.”

      “With?”

      “Couple things.”

      Headlamps blasted through the plate glass windows, lighting up the interior entryway. Nic’s pulse hammered, two beats of worry that the goons had returned—perhaps with reinforcements, or worse, with tanks of gasoline and a lighter—before the rattle of a blown-out muffler reached his ears. He released the breath he’d been holding, shaking his head as he wondered how Cam had made it cross-country in that junker.

      “I’ve got company,” he said to Mel.

      “Friendly or foe?” she asked, voice clipped.

      “Friendly.”

      “What you need, can it wait until morning?”

      A trace on the handguns and Unknown call? He didn’t see how eight hours was going to make much difference on either. And he could do some searching of his own during that time. “It’ll hold.”

      “I’ll text you a time and place.” She clicked off just as the noise outside died.

      Nic wrapped the pistols in the bar towel and hightailed it to his office. He swung aside the framed map of the world’s beer regions and opened the safe behind it, shoving the weapons inside. He was readjusting the picture when Cam banged on the main door.

      “Let yourself in,” Nic hollered. This time of night, Cam should’ve been able to hear him. And hopefully he remembered the key code Nic had given him a couple of months back. Sure enough, by the time Nic reentered the tasting room, Cam was behind the bar, helping himself to a pint of the imperial stout.

      “Make yourself at home,” Nic greeted.

      “Don’t mind if I do.” Cam set a full pint of stout on the bar top, then tipped another glass toward him. Nic nodded, and Cam filled the second glass with pilsner.

      “I was about to call you,” Nic said.

      “I’d rather debrief over a beer if it’s all the same to you?”

      “No complaints here.”

      Approaching, Nic let his eyes rove over the agent, checking for any cuts or bruises he hadn’t noticed earlier. Cam’s dark hair was mussed and exhaustion weighed down his broad shoulders, but otherwise he looked as he had when they’d parted ways in the Federal Building elevator that afternoon. More importantly, nothing in Cam’s demeanor indicated Lauren had told him about this morning’s shooter. If she had, Cam would have stormed in here in high-gear agent mode, demanding protection for Nic.

      “How’d you know I was here?” Nic asked, climbing onto a barstool.

      Cam set the pint of pilsner in front of Nic, next to the phone. “You weren’t in your office when I left.” Rounding the bar, he claimed the stool beside Nic. “Thought I’d swing by on my way home.”

      “You could have called.”

      “One, you’re on the way.”

      True. Cam’s house, which he rented from Aidan, was a ten-minute drive, at most, from the brewery, right off the highway exit Cam would take to get home.

      “And two, beer,” Cam added, before taking a long swallow of the stout, cheek dimpling on a satisfied smile. Lowering the glass, he licked the foamy head from his full upper lip, and Nic had to look away, remembering the heady taste of his beer on Cam’s lips the night they’d kissed. He silently cursed the charmer for not leaving a stool between them.

      “How long you been here?” Cam asked after another sip.

      “Fifteen minutes.” If he didn’t count the Goon Squad’s attack.

      “Went that well with Abby?”

      “Needed to give her time to calm down, then we talked, and then I had to fill out a ream’s worth of paperwork to get her into rotating safe houses. I think she’s settled for now.”

      Cam gave him a sideways glance, then a once-over he didn’t bother to hide. Nic turned the curses on himself, realizing he hadn’t bothered to straighten his hair or shirt since the altercation in the parking lot. But by the dark look spreading over Cam’s face, his brain had gone an entirely different direction. “What did it take to get her settled?” he asked.

      “I don’t swing that way,” Nic replied, staring into his beer. “Also helped Eddie load some cases when I got here.”

      “You’re lying. Your tight-ass shoulders are up to your ears, you’re avoiding my eyes, and you’re drumming your fingers on your glass.”

      Fucking well-trained FBI agents. Nic stilled, forced his shoulders down, and tore his gaze from his phone where they’d drifted. “Don’t FBI me.”

      “Don’t attorney me.” Cam nodded at the phone. “What’s going on?”

      He could give him part of the truth. Maybe it would satisfy the hound. “Odd hang-up right after I got here.”

      “Connected to the case?”

      “Don’t know.” It was possible, though Nic suspected it was more likely a diversion by the goons so they could sneak up on him. He needed Mel to run an off-book trace to confirm it.

      “Get Jamie to hack it.” The former cyber agent, who now coached college basketball, still “consulted” on the side for the FBI and Talley Enterprises.

      “Think he’s probably pretty busy at the moment.”

      The last thing Nic wanted to do was draw them near his father’s shit. Let them believe the sanitized version in the media, that his father was a Bay Area real estate tycoon who was winding down his business. Certainly safer than the unsanitized version Nic suspected and had further proof of tonight. That Curtis Price was a real estate failure up to his eyeballs in debt. Nic would get to the bottom of that mess with Mel without putting the rest of them in the crosshairs.

      “What’d you get out of Scott and Mike?” Nic asked, diverting Cam to the promised debrief.

      “Not a damn thing. Flipping them is going to hinge on Abby.”

      “She’s convinced Becca will make another run at her and at the artifacts.”

      Cam raised a brow. “At the museum?”

      Nic nodded.

      “They’re in a voice-activated vault there too, right? The prototype of the one in the Kristićs’ apartment?”

      Nic nodded again.

      “Then Abby’s right. Becca will need her.” Cam drained the rest of his beer. “She’ll have to make her move soon. The show opens next weekend assuming Kristić doesn’t take the artifacts back home with his wife’s . . .” Cam’s words drifted off, as did his gaze. Twisting on the stool, his back to Nic, he slid off and cleared his throat. “You in tomorrow?”

      “After I get some paperwork done here.” Or rather, after he met Mel.

      “We’ll go over security plans for the arraignment then. I want everyone safe.” Cam slapped the bar with the flat of his hand, a parting gesture.

      Wanting to offer some comfort, Nic shot out a hand, covering Cam’s on the bar. “Kristić’s lucky to be alive. He has you to thank for that.”

      “They both should be alive.” Cam brushed his thumb along the side of Nic’s, and Nic barely hid his shiver.

      Barely stopped himself from closing the distance between them.

      But he had to get his father’s shit sorted before he started anything with Cam. Probably not a smart play either, definitely more than he deserved, but he wanted that second kiss, badly.

      After he cleared the other hazards from the road.

      He withdrew his hand, wrapping his fingers around his glass and hiding his words behind the rim. “Later, Boston.”
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      Cam paused the playback of yesterday’s operation footage. On the monitor, Nic froze mid-stride, halfway between the surveillance van and buildings, standing in the middle of the street. Exposed, in the line of fire, with only Beta team overhead for cover. The image had plagued Cam all of yesterday, only waning in Nic’s presence at the brewery last night. It had come creeping back in his dreams, haunting him straight through to morning. It should have been the memory of Anica Kristić, pale and bleeding out on the bed, that tormented him, but every time he’d closed his eyes, he imagined Nic bleeding out in the street instead.

      “Byrne!”

      Aidan’s sharp bark from the speakerphone snapped Cam out of his waking nightmare. He was so used to Aidan calling him by his first name now that the last name address was jarring. Rankled more than a bit too.

      Taking a measured breath, Cam leaned forward and braced his elbows on his desk. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Talley.”

      Aidan sighed heavily on the other end of the line, and Cam pictured him raking a hand through his red hair. “I know that, and I didn’t mean to imply it was or that you couldn’t handle this. Just please tell me you’re not blowing smoke up my ass.”

      “I blow smoke up Bowers’s ass, not yours. Everything’s under control, partner.”

      There was a sharp knock on his door, and before he could answer, Lauren stuck her head inside. He flagged her in and gestured at the visitor chairs.

      “I want status updates every four hours,” Aidan said.

      Lauren dramatically rolled her eyes and Cam bit back a grin. “Roger that,” he managed. “Now get back to enjoying the whiskey. Both kinds.”

      Irish expat Aidan had taken his new husband, nicknamed “Whiskey,” to the motherland for their honeymoon. The jokes were too easy.

      Lauren’s hand flew to her mouth, trying and failing to stifle her laughter, as Cam hung up on Aidan’s Gaelic curses. She spoke behind her fingers, nails a shiny shade of purple this morning. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.”

      “At least someone found it funny.”

      “Aidan would too, if he weren’t a control freak not in control right now.”

      “No shit.” Cam wasn’t one of the FBI’s best K&R agents for nothing, but he could also understand that this was Aidan’s first big case as SAC and it had gone sideways without him, not that any of them could have predicted Becca’s betrayal.

      “So’s that one,” Lauren said, pointing at the freeze-frame of Nic. “Do you think he wears a suit on his days off too?”

      Not always. Cam remembered that tasting at the brewery a few months back. Remembered Nic dressed down in beat-up jeans and a snug Gravity tee, his muscles outlined in black cotton and the dark ends of a tattoo peeking out from beneath his short sleeves and crew neck. Lord only knew what was hiding beneath his daily suits and business wear.

      “For what it’s worth,” Lauren said, “I’m a fan of the weekend dressed-down policy you’ve got going while the boss is gone.”

      Cam tried not to wince. It was a professional rule he hated breaking and would have never considered it in Boston. But dry cleaning here cost twice what it had back home, and he’d frankly run out of clean dress clothes.

      Seeing as designer jeans and a vanity tee counted as business casual in San Francisco, his washable Dockers and knitted polo certainly fit the bill and lowered his dry cleaning costs.

      “Enjoy it while it lasts.” Cam snapped closed his laptop and gave Lauren his full attention. “What’d you find on Becca?”

      She ran a hand across the computer in her lap. Not standard issue, given its alien-head logo and plethora of stickers. “Don’t ask how,” she said.

      Cam held up his hands. “Not asking.” With a hacker for a best friend, he’d learned that lesson years ago.

      Opening the laptop, Lauren spoke as her fingers flew across the keyboard. “Before, we were focused on Scott’s accounts.”

      He peered at the account numbers on the case board in the conference room between his and Aidan’s offices. Nic had a bigger war room two floors down, but they had a robust setup here too. Including teetering stacks of financial records. “We checked each crew member.”

      “We did, but once we identified the job down payment in Scott’s, we paused our deep dive into wonky finances of the other crew members.”

      “Wonky?”

      She glared up at him, kohl-rimmed eyes narrowed. “Yes, wonky.”

      If Cam didn’t know better, he’d take her for a smart-mouthed teen. But the thirty-year-old analyst-turned-agent was wicked smart, too observant for her own good, and a frighteningly good shot with a Colt 1911 in her tiny hands. Almost as good as she was with a computer, which was truly frightening.

      Chuckling, he relaxed back in his chair. “So there’s wonky stuff with Becca’s financials?”

      “Not exactly.” She slid her laptop onto his desk, turning it to face him. “This is an account statement for Rebecca Monroe.”

      It took less than a second for it to click. “Rebecca Wright and Abigail Monroe. A joint account?”

      “Yes and no.” Lauren rotated the laptop half around so he could see while she clicked through windows, reaching one with an Account Holder Agreement opened. “Becca’s listed as the account holder and signatory. Becca and Abby are both listed as beneficiaries.”

      “Did Abby know about this? Did she access it?”

      Lauren shook her head, long strands of brown hair escaping from her pencil bun. “Only one user has ever logged in, from a single mobile device we don’t have on record. I’d bet that’s Becca.”

      “On a burner.” He ran a hand over his jaw, prickly since he’d skipped his morning shave two days in a row. “They could have shared the login.” While Nic seemed convinced of Abby’s cooperation, Cam wasn’t sold. Even less so now that they’d found a bank account with her name on it.

      One with multiple sizable deposits. “Are those⁠—”

      “The third-party payoffs,” Lauren said with a nod. “We were only looking at Scott’s account for the bankroll.”

      Cam glanced back at the board and the list of deposits. “He had them.”

      “The payouts to his crew too, but these”—she pointed at her screen—“don’t match up. They’re bigger than Scott’s fee.”

      “By a lot,” Cam said. “Have you traced the origin yet?”

      “Hitting private bank walls. I’ve got calls with Switzerland and the Caymans on my agenda tomorrow when they reopen.”

      “We need to update Nic.”

      “Already texted him that we had a development.” She closed her laptop, slid it off the desk, and stood. “He said he had a meeting this morning and would be in around noon.”

      As keen as she was at reading people, Cam hoped Lauren’s own movements had distracted her from noticing his. Nic had told him he was doing paperwork at the brewery this morning. Maybe he was meeting someone there. Or maybe the prosecutor was lying about something. The same something that had ruffled Nic last night, even if he hadn’t wanted Cam to see him off his cool, collected game. How was Cam supposed to help the man who’d grown to mean more to him than he should if Cam didn’t know what the fuck was going on?

      He shook his head. Beside the point right now. He needed to focus on the case, not distractions.

      “All right,” he said. “I want all our bases covered. Keep running down that account and dig for others with wonky aliases or activity.” Lauren smiled at his use of her word, the deflection working. “Dig deeper into Abby too. I’m going to bring her in for questioning. Would be great to have more to go on.”

      “You got it.” She breezed out the door, and Cam waited for her to turn the corner before drawing his own laptop back in front of him. He logged back in and the screen came to life.

      To the picture of Nic.

      The man who was hiding something from him.
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      Nic clutched his steering wheel, debating whether this was the right call. Last night, in the heat of the moment after Vaughn’s thugs had tried to jump him, consulting Mel had seemed like the best plan. He trusted Mel more than most, professionally and personally, and she had the connections and discretion to get him what he needed. Answers. But would her other connections—to the Talleys—require disclosure when Nic required secrecy? She wouldn’t put her family in danger, which was exactly what Nic was also trying to avoid, but would she see it that way?

      That said, he didn’t really see any other option. He couldn’t trace the handguns and call himself without triggering flags, and there would be a dozen more of those if he took this to the feds. He’d be walled off, ethically, and Aidan and Cam would be so far up his ass that he wouldn’t get another moment’s peace, much less what he really wanted from the latter. Or worse, they wouldn’t want anything to do with him at all. He didn’t want to admit he’d become attached, but yeah, that list of his was fucking growing all right.

      He pulled Vaughn’s business card out of his pocket, turning it over in his hand. He’d have to play this carefully. Try to feel Mel out with the handguns and call trace before he showed all his cards, this one in particular. He resigned himself to losing up against someone so well-trained in interrogation and torture, but with his SEAL training, he could hold out longer than most.

      Maybe.

      Pocketing the card, he grabbed the briefcase off the passenger seat and climbed out of his truck. He approached the private marina’s guardhouse, badge in hand, ready to prove his identity to the rent-a-cop on duty, but the uniformed guard greeted him with a smile and waved him on through. He didn’t need to ask which of the dozen or so docked yachts was the one he wanted. The American and Irish flags flying from its stern were a dead giveaway. As was the striking and imposing woman waiting for him on deck, her brown skin glowing under the morning sun.

      “I’d heard you and Danny moved.” He tucked his briefcase under his arm and climbed aboard.

      “We did,” Mel replied, brushing back her windswept curls. “But ay dios, living and working with him, I needed a space of my own.”

      Nic laughed. “So you turned the floating bachelor pad into your office?”

      “Let me show you the improvements,” she said with a smirk.

      He followed her below deck, through the showcase-worthy living room, past the kitchen that looked rarely used, and into the main cabin area. Where the bedroom should have been was instead one of the most advanced private command centers—there really was no other word for it—Nic had ever seen.

      He turned a full three-sixty in the middle of the room, trying and failing not to gape. “Should I be seeing this?”

      “Probably not.” She claimed one of the ergonomic desk chairs and used her high heel to toe over a second. “Now, what did you need help with?”

      Right to the chase. He took the offered seat and lifted his briefcase onto the long metal table that ran the length of one wall. Mel rolled beside him as he snapped open the locks, lifted the lid, and removed the false bottom, revealing the two handguns from last night snug in foam.

      She pulled one free. “Not your weapon of choice.”

      “Not my weapons.”

      She flipped it over, running a French-tipped nail over the scratched-out serial number. “Other one like this too?”

      “The same.”

      “I might be able to salvage something but no promises.” She laid the pistol on the table and sat back in her chair, nails tapping the armrest. “This for a case or personal?”

      “Personal.” He mirrored her faux-relaxed posture, the both of them taking the measure of each other. Friends, yes, but how much to say? Or better question, judging by her dark assessing gaze, how much did she know already? “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “The FBI has a very thick file on Mr. Vaughn.”

      Nic forced himself not to gape again. “I didn’t⁠—”

      She nodded at the handguns. “His weapon of choice. Right down to the make and model and the half-assed scratched-off serial numbers. They came after you?”

      He could play dumb, but she was already halfway down the trail. And she gave no indication of stopping. “Last night. And possibly yesterday morning too.”

      “At the Kristić raid?”

      Apparently that police ban radio in the corner wasn’t just for nostalgia. Nodding, he lifted the other handgun out of the case, set it next to the first, and removed the foam. He withdrew the evidence bag containing the phone Lauren had hacked. “We took fire in the surveillance van. Thought it was connected to a third-party rip-off but then this was found in a sniper’s nest.” He took it out of the bag, powered it on, and handed it over, photos open. “Only thing on it are pictures of me.”

      She swiped her thumb over the screen, a crease forming between her dark brows. “And you said they came at you again last night?”

      “At the brewery. Distracted me with a call from an Unknown number, then tried to jump me.”

      “Idiots,” she muttered, handing the phone back. “Do you want me to trace the call?”

      “Please.” He sealed the phone back in the evidence bag and dropped it in his briefcase. “Came into my cell number around ten thirty.”

      “Easy enough.” She spun to one of the keyboards, typing in commands that lit up the closest monitor, a call search running on-screen. “Does Byrne know about any of this?”

      He clicked shut the briefcase. “No.”

      She turned from the wall of computers, angling toward him. “Because you think this has to do with your father’s debts. To Vaughn.”

      He startled this time, no hiding it, at just how far down the trail she’d already sprinted. Mel, it seemed, knew just as much, if not more, about his father’s financial situation than he did.

      “Your father was also being monitored by the Bureau,” she added, shocking him further. “No surprise the sharks are circling. Those are some dangerous fish, Price.”

      Nic was still hung up on his father being under FBI investigation. He was surrounded by FBI agents these days and not just in a professional context. None of them had said a thing. “Does Aidan know? About my father? About Vaughn?”

      Mel shook her head. “Walled off. Conflict of interest.”

      That statement was too absurd, too accurate, for comment. He did anyway. “Because that’s stopped Talley before.”

      “Different department, low level, relatively. Which was why the matter never got to him. Before I left, I turned everything over to Assistant Director Moore with the recommendation to keep Aidan—and Cam, for that matter—walled off.”

      “Is the case still active?” he asked.

      “As part of a bigger one to nail Vaughn, yes,” she said with a tilt of her head toward the pistols. “But if Curtis’s situation gets worse, if he gets desperate, he might get back on the radar in his own right.”

      Nic debated whether to ask for something he had no right to. The FBI and the US Attorney’s Office were both DOJ, and while they often worked together, they were separate agencies. Sometimes, logistical and ethical walls between them were necessary. This had been one of those times. But if the FBI knew the full scope of his father’s financial dealings and failings, he needed to get his hands on that information. To assess how it might blow back on him.

      Before he could ask, Mel carried the pistols across the room to a corner wall safe and tucked them inside. Nic prayed her lockpick husband couldn’t crack that one or his secrets wouldn’t stay secret for long.

      “I’ll see what I can find out,” she said, turning back to him. “About the call and guns. Usual searches?”

      He nodded. “Acquisition, ownership, used in other crimes, etcetera.” The other ask still hovered on the tip of his tongue.

      She beat him to it, making the offer. “I’ll make some additional inquiries too. Discreetly, of course. See where the agencies are on Curtis.”

      “I have no right to ask.”

      “But you were going to. Friends and family benefit.” She folded her arms. “And I don’t want Bowers to get his hands on it and blindside you.”

      He pushed to his feet, hand extended. “Thank you.”

      She pulled him into a hug instead. “What’s your plan once I get you this information? Believe it or not, certain people do care about you. No one wants to see you step into the line of fire.”

      The sentiment both warmed and chilled his heart. The last time someone had cared for him, had stepped into the line of fire, or rather fists, for him . . .

      He banished the memory and answered her question instead. “My father and Vaughn aren’t giving me much choice. So I’m trying to build a shield for myself and for those who care for me.” He swallowed hard, forcing the truth out of his arid mouth. “Who I care for too.”

      “You’re building a case,” she correctly surmised.

      “I don’t want to have to bring it. I don’t want to air my family’s dirty laundry for everyone to see.”

      “For Cam to see.”

      He turned away, grabbing his briefcase and hiding the truth she was perilously close to. He headed out of the command center and across the living area toward the stairs that would take him above deck.

      “How much do you know about the ancient Spartans?” Mel asked behind him.

      The non sequitur halted him mid-step. “Not much,” he said, turning back to face her. “Beyond what I’ve seen in movies.”

      She leaned a hip against the end of the nearest leather couch. “The Spartans were famous for their shield walls.”

      “Shield walls?”

      “When under attack, a Spartan phalanx would lock shields and advance together. As one. They were nearly impenetrable. Saved countless lives.”

      Not so non sequitur after all.

      “Before you dig into this further, Price, think long and hard whether your shield of one is enough. For both—for all—our sakes.”
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      Nic didn’t wear suits on his day off, but it was a near thing.

      The prosecutor barreled out of the elevator bank in charcoal dress slacks and a navy V-neck sweater, the latter making his ice-blue eyes glow.

      Or maybe that was just the cold, hard anger burning there.

      Cam pushed back from the conference room table. “Control freak incoming,” he mumbled to Lauren on his way to the door.

      Nic ate up the bullpen floor with his long-legged stride, meeting Cam a mere two steps past the threshold. “Why the hell was Abby brought in here? I didn’t spend hours doing rotation paperwork last night, trying to keep her safe, for you to fuck it up. Are you trying to get her kidnapped?”

      The jab at his professional competency hurt, poking Cam’s sorest spot, especially after yesterday. But it angered him even more. Nic fucking knew him better than that, professionally and otherwise. And even if he didn’t, it was a fucking low blow. He didn’t go around accusing Nic of cratering his own cases. Seeing red, he stepped nose to nose with the attorney. “Don’t you ever say that to me again,” he gritted out through clenched teeth.

      “We need to question her,” Lauren added at their sides, having followed him out.

      Nic’s steely-eyed gaze stayed trained on Cam. “She’s my fucking witness.”

      “Okay, Bowers,” Lauren retorted, voice mocking.

      Fury flashed in Nic’s eyes, Lauren’s insubordination testing his clearly strained patience, ratcheting up his anger. It was enough to turn down the heat on Cam’s own boiling rage for the moment.

      He shifted his gaze from Nic to Lauren. “A minute, please.”

      “I don’t get to watch the pissing contest?”

      “Agent Hall,” Cam said in his command voice, brooking no argument. “Don’t you have bank accounts to trace?”

      Her blue eyes bounced between them, seeing too much. “You’ll regret it if you hurt each other,” she said before spinning away on her booted heel.

      Cam returned his attention to Nic, reining in his boss voice and speaking to him as an equal, even though the earlier dig still burned. “We’re on the same team here. Abby’s the Bureau’s witness too.”

      “You should have cleared it with me first,” Nic said, shoulders dipping slightly. “Before bringing her in.”

      “Maybe so, but you weren’t here this morning.”

      “I was at the brewery.”

      “You told Lauren you had a meeting.”

      “At the brewery.”

      Lie.

      Nic’s shoulders had ticked back up the tiny measure they’d relaxed, giving him away. Right now, though, they had bigger issues. “I didn’t want to disturb you either way.” He raised his hands, palms out. “Look, every precaution was taken, and I’ll do the reset paperwork for the safe houses.”

      The way Nic held his stare, Cam wondered for a second if they would come to blows, but then Nic stepped back, sucking in a deep breath. When next he spoke, it was level and calm, the mask slipping back into place. “Why did you bring her here?”

      Cam held out an arm toward the conference room, and Nic entered ahead of him. “Give him the rundown,” Cam said to Lauren.

      “Glad you didn’t kill each other,” she mumbled before launching into her recap of the latest developments.

      By the time she was done, Nic’s thumbs were drumming a steady rhythm against the table. “You’re right,” he said. “We need to question her again. Make sure she’s not planning an escape with Becca.”

      “Or another heist, from the inside,” Cam added.

      “Fucking hell,” Nic cursed again as he stood. “Where is she?”

      “Holding Room Two,” Lauren answered.

      That was the other reason Cam wanted to question Abby in the FBI’s offices. Holding Room Two was equipped with specialty audio and video instruments designed to read a suspect’s or witness’s biometrics during questioning. “Analytics running?” he asked Lauren as they rose.

      She nodded.

      “Double-check ’em,” he said. “We’re right behind you.”

      “You know, you could’ve just said you wanted another moment alone.” She swung the door closed before either of them could call her out on the repeated insubordination. Not that either of them would. She was too valuable to the team and usually the lighter mood was appreciated.

      Turning to Nic, Cam opened his mouth to make sure they were okay, here in the office at least, but Nic spoke first. “I’m sorry I came in here”—he waved a hand between them, then let it drop to his side—“like that. And I’m sorry for what I said. I was way out of line.”

      “You were,” Cam acknowledged, but didn’t dwell, at least not on the words, digging for the reason behind them instead. “Meeting this morning went south?”

      Nic wiped a hand down the length of his face, thumb snagging on his rough, angular jaw. The brownish-red scruff, flecked with gray, was already well past five o’clock. Cam wanted to run his fingers over it desperately.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets instead. “That bad?”

      “Productive, but everything I didn’t want to hear.”

      Concern blotted out the flare of lust. “Is it something I can help with?”

      “It’s personal.”

      “And?” Cam stepped closer. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      Nic’s eyes darted to his, darkening, and Cam’s lust crept back in, but then Nic cast his gaze aside and opened the door. “It’s fine.”

      Cam paused over the threshold in front of Nic, the tight squeeze forcing his gaze again and drawing out a sharp inhale. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      A door clicked open across the bullpen. “We’re ready,” Lauren called from the observation room.

      “Coming,” Cam replied, only to have his step falter when a light hand brushed over his lower back, Nic’s soft “Thank you” floating past his ear.

      He was thrown further off-kilter in the interrogation room by Lauren’s voice in his ear and by Nic’s one-eighty in demeanor. He’d turned off the tired, worried man, stowed the boxing gloves, and was all charm and patience, greeting Abby warmly.

      “I’m sorry for having to bring you back in here.”

      She wound her earbud cord around her thumb. Nervous, put on alert by the change in schedule. “What’s happened?”

      “Something we hope you can help us understand,” Nic said.

      Was this how he manipulated suspects and witnesses on the stand? How he got them to do his bidding for him? How he got a jury to eat out of the palm of his hand and give him the conviction he wanted?

      Presently, though, his palm was literally held out to Cam, eyes on the folder of redacted bank account ledgers Lauren had passed him on the way in. Cam handed it over, and Nic opened it on the table, pushing the top sheet toward Abby. “This is from a bank account ledger we discovered this morning.”

      She pulled the paper closer. “For Rebecca . . . Oh.” Her eyes widened, locked on the top right-hand corner where the account holder’s name was printed.

      Beside him, Nic slid back in his chair and gave him a small nod. Time for him to play bad cop. Normally, Cam was the charm to Aidan’s Irish fury, but in this case, Nic needed to maintain the rapport with his potential witness, leaving Cam to press to determine if she was also a potential suspect. “When did you and Becca set this account up?” Cam asked.

      Her head whipped up, dyed curls bouncing. “Me and Becca?”

      “Are you playing us, Abby?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m starting to wonder if Becca is still your number one priority.”

      Her fiery gaze darted to Nic. “He does know I’m the CI, right?”

      Cam propped his elbows on the table, leaning forward. “Because Becca sent you in here. She set up that third-party rip-off during our raid. Perfect chaos for her cover. And you were in a position to know all about it.”

      Abby angrily jabbed a finger at her chest. “I could have been killed in that chaos. Becca may still kill me for turning on her. I did not set it up.”

      “Then why is this account in both your names? You’re both listed as beneficiaries.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Cam reached out in front of Nic and pushed the second page from the folder over to Abby. “And why are there deposits from Friday for twice as much money as Scott received?”

      Her eyes grew impossibly wider, taking in the amounts. “I had no idea about this.” She looked back up, first at Cam, then to Nic. “I had no idea she was going to turn on us.”

      “Biometrics say she’s telling the truth,” Lauren reported in his ear.

      Cam’s gut reported the same, at least about the account.

      So where had that money come from? And when was Becca coming for Abby? Because that account and the money in it meant Becca still had a job to do. And she needed Abby to do it.
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      Legs crossed, Nic sat waiting in one of the leather chairs in the lobby of his father’s building. Or was it? Price Holdings was still listed on the lobby directory as occupying Suite 200, and PH still technically owned the building. Nic had checked the assessor’s records first thing this morning. But now there were a dozen other companies listed on the building directory with PH too. While the first floor had always been rented out—the downtown Burlingame location drew premium rents—the second story used to be solely occupied by the family office. No longer, according to the directory, and evidenced by the stream of twentysomethings in branded polos bounding down the stairs and out the doors.

      Nic squinted against the flare of bright light, the sun reflecting off metal, marble, and glass. His father’s first major real estate purchase, the building had been significantly renovated since Nic had last visited. More than once, according to the assessor’s records. In its present incarnation, it bore every appearance of wealth, but if one looked closely, the carpet was worn thin on the side stairs tucked out of sight, the grout between marble slabs needed repair, and the tech at the reception desk was at least five generations out of date. The building receptionist behind the desk probably had better tech on the phone she hardly glanced up from.

      When Nic’s sight returned, it was to a smartly dressed young man—smug business-school attitude written all over him—striding across the lobby toward him, ignoring the other two gentlemen in the next set of chairs over. “Mr. Price,” he said, hand outstretched. “Harris Kincaid. I work for your father. He’s not in at the moment.”

      Nic knew that. He’d waited in the coffee shop across the street until he’d seen his old man leave, then waited another thirty to make sure he hadn’t come back before entering. “I actually came here to speak to you,” he told Harris as he stood.

      The kid, who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, fresh out of business school if Nic had to guess, buttoned his jacket and stood taller, which still left him a half foot shorter than Nic. Looking up, he jutted out his chin, defiant. “About?”

      “Let’s go up to the office,” Nic said, arm out toward the stairs. The cocky little shit looked like he was going to argue until Nic reminded him who his boss was. “I don’t think my father would appreciate his business discussed in public, do you?”

      Harris paled, confirming to Nic that his father remained an uneasy man to work for. And he wasn’t Harris’s only boss.

      “Of course,” Harris conceded.

      Upstairs, it was as Nic suspected. Only one corner of the second floor remained occupied by PH—two offices, a conference room, and a reception area, the desk unstaffed. By the layer of dust gathering there, it hadn’t been for a while. Harris led him through the small lobby, past his father’s office—the solid wood door with the brass nameplate closed—and into the other, smaller office, which was meticulously neat.

      Nic claimed a visitor chair as Harris circled to the other side, unbuttoning his coat as he sat. “What can I do for you, Mr. Price?”

      “You knew who I was in the lobby.” Unless Harris hung out at the courthouse, there was no reason he should have. They’d never met, and Nic hadn’t set foot in this building since he was eighteen.

      “The receptionist called up.”

      “You ignored the other two men in the lobby and headed straight for me.”

      Harris lowered his chin, hiding a small smile. “He talks about how smart you are.” Before Nic could get over that shock, Harris delivered another. “And I knew it was you from the picture in your dad’s office.” Which must have been recent for Harris to recognize him because other than his blue eyes, Nic did not take after his blond-headed father at all. And certainly no longer looked like the gangly eighteen-year-old in his graduation photo.

      Harris righted his face, some of the earlier smugness gone, asking again, “What can I do for you, Mr. Price?”

      “I’d like an update on PH. You signed the last corporate filing as the asset manager.”

      “I’m sorry but I’m not authorized to provide you that information.”

      Nic relaxed back in his chair, resting an ankle on his opposite knee. He was going to enjoy this, especially after a day spent preparing court documents for tomorrow’s arraignment. This would be a good warm-up, not that he expected to question witnesses tomorrow, but he never walked into a courtroom unprepared.

      “The company is still a limited liability company, is it not?” Nic asked.

      “As are many real estate holding companies.”

      “And the sole member of the holding company is the family trust, correct?”

      Harris inclined his head. “You’ve done your research.”

      “I am an attorney, who checks corporate filings on the Secretary of State’s site regularly.” Nic dropped his leg over his other knee. “And last I’d heard, I’m also the secondary beneficiary of the family trust, after my father. So you see, I have a vested interest in this company, and I want to know its status.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested in your father’s money.”

      “Your boss tell you that?”

      Harris rested his forearms on his too-clean desk. “Your father hasn’t⁠—”

      “Your other boss, Mr. Kincaid.”

      The kid’s gulp was audible in the otherwise silent office. He laced his fingers together, which only made his whole fist shake.

      “You’re married to Duncan Vaughn’s niece, aren’t you?” Nic didn’t give him a chance to answer, going right for the hammer instead. “While I was checking the property records on this building, I also checked the records on your million-and-a-half-dollar Silicon Valley hovel. Not one but two loans from an entity that traces back to Vaughn Investments.” He hadn’t actually had time to dig through the corporate filings and peel back the layers of ownership. He was hoping Harris would confirm his suspicions for him.

      Which he did. Giving up the ghost, Harris curled in his shoulders and slumped forward, deflating. “I don’t know anything, okay? The day Duncan forced me on your father, Curtis boxed up all the financial documents, took them home, and put a lock on his office door.”

      “So what are you still doing here?”

      He waved a hand at his inbox on the corner of the desk. “Answering calls, going through the mail, signing whatever corporate documents Curtis’s attorney puts in front of me. Collecting a paycheck on the off chance your father decides to pay me, and when he does, it just goes to pay Duncan.” Harris ran a shaky hand through his dark hair. “I did not kill myself in business school to be an executive assistant for a shell of a company.”

      “Duncan’s forcing you to stay here?”

      “I know what he is.” Harris dropped his arm, the thump of it on the desk a resigned exclamation mark. “You saw the deeds of trust. We got upside down on that house, and Duncan had to bail us out, just like your father. Now we can’t get out from under him.”

      Excitement trilled up Nic’s spine. Finally, a break. He leaned forward, offering the life preserver Harris so obviously needed. “What if I could help you?”
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      Scott and Mike’s arraignment was scheduled to start in ten minutes, and Cam had no idea where it was actually going down. Ear pressed to the stairwell door on the sixteenth floor, he could hear the muffled chaos on the other side, a crowd of people as equally confused as him. He checked his phone again—still no reply from Nic. The court calendar listed the arraignment on the seventeenth floor, but that federal courtroom was empty. Probably why all the squawking press had trampled down to the clerk’s office on sixteen.

      Cam had known this was the plan for Abby’s safety, but this morning’s radio silence from Nic was complicating matters, for him at least.

      Taking a fortifying breath, he swiped his all-access card over the security lock and pushed out of the stairwell. He flashed his FBI badge at the guard posted on the door, nodded at the cute law clerk he passed in the melee, then smiled and cajoled his way through the crowd of reporters to the court clerk’s front desk.

      “Agent Byrne,” the desk attendant greeted him. “Please tell me you’re here to rescue me.” Mandi usually delivered that line with a wink and toss of her long blond hair, but today she looked like she actually meant it. Expression pinched, hair yanked back in a severe bun, she’d put the kitten away and unleashed the tiger. And it was a very tired and grumpy cat. Not that the press weren’t still trying to shove proverbial chairs at her.

      Cam had come prepared with a different, hopefully more effective strategy. He reached into his inner coat pocket and withdrew a bar of dark chocolate from one of those ridiculously overpriced San Francisco factories. Aidan would probably never notice it had disappeared from his desk drawer.

      Flirt turned up, Cam held out the bar to Mandi, tempting. “How about I rescue you and you return the favor?”

      She snatched the chocolate out of his hand and sniffed it, eyelashes fluttering in ecstasy. “Well, it’s not an airlift but it’ll work.” She unlocked the service counter swing door and held it open for him to pass through. “Karen, cover me for a minute,” she said to one of the other attendants before leading Cam around the corner.

      Out of view and out of earshot, Mandi ditched her heels with a relieved sigh and propped a bare foot against the cinder block wall, giving Cam a view of her toned thigh under a hitched-up pencil skirt. Not the only show she was putting on either. Pretty brown eyes with lips that were just this side of decent, she slowly peeled back the foil candy wrapper, eyeing him through long lashes. “You looking for Attorney Price?” she said. He’d unwrapped the bombshell a time or two, back when he’d only just swung through town for a case or to visit Jamie. Before he’d moved here, before . . . Mandi spoke again, saving him from jumping through avoidance hoops. “He’s down on fifteen, Courtroom C.”

      “Magistrate’s chambers?”

      “You saw that out there.” She waved the chocolate bar toward the lobby. “It’s worse on seventeen.” Where the main federal district courtrooms were. “Vultures won’t look for them on fifteen.”

      Grinning, he leaned in close, a forearm against the wall by her head. “I always did say you were the smartest person here.”

      “Don’t you forget it.” Her cherry-red lips closed around the chocolate bar, over the line of decent, but his mind was already a floor away.

      She read him like a book, dropping the seduction and chuckling. “Use the internal staircase,” she said, tilting her head back and right. “Thanks for the chocolate.”

      “Thank you for the assist,” he said with a wink before he took off for the stairs.

      He exited onto the fifteenth floor, in the staff hallway behind the courtrooms. Halfway down the corridor, Tony stood outside one of the holding rooms. “Agent Byrne,” the guard said.

      He blew out a dramatic huff. “Had to run the gauntlet to get here.”

      The door opened, and Nic stood there in all his full-suited glory. Light gray three-piece, crisp white dress shirt, and monochrome blue tie that matched his eyes. Sharp. Add to that the barely contained excitement vibrating through him, the hype of the coming courtroom, even for a perfunctory arraignment, and Cam forgot how to make words.

      Nic filled the silence, albeit with a knowing smirk. “Sorry, the gauntlet was my fault.” He opened the door wider for Cam to step through. “Just give us a minute.”

      Closing the door behind them, Nic turned back to Abby, who sat at a small table reading through a stack of documents. She wound her earbud cord through her fingers, the motion gaining speed when she looked up and caught sight of Cam. He’d backed off the bad cop routine but she was still skittish toward him. He leaned back against the wall, as nonthreatening as possible, while Nic claimed the chair across from her. “Do you have any questions on the affidavit? On your testimony?”

      Cam had thought that was what the papers might be. Nic had spent the rest of Sunday in Holding Room Two with Abby, taking her official statement and preparing her for questioning. Yesterday, he’d been a ghost, locked in his own war room preparing court documents, save for a brief meeting with Scott’s and Mike’s attorneys, then an early departure to take care of something at the brewery, he’d said.

      “I didn’t misrepresent anything you said, did I?” Nic asked gently.

      She abandoned the tablet and cord for the pen next to the papers, mashing the clicker end against the table. “No, everything’s right.”

      “Clearly something isn’t. What’s got you nervous?”

      “Besides the obvious,” Cam added, gesturing at their surroundings, then at Nic. “He lives for this shit. Fucking junkie. The rest of us . . .” He wrinkled his nose in exaggerated disgust. “Not so much.”

      “Hey!” Nic twisted in his seat, looking over his shoulder. “You give your fair bit of testimony.”

      “Because your ass drags me in here.” He pushed off the wall and slid into the chair next to Nic. “It’s not just you, sweetheart.” People tended to overlook his suit and badge when he lengthened his vowels, letting himself sound like a blue-collar garage rat from South Boston. Which he was. Before he’d become an Assistant Special Agent in Charge at the FBI.

      Worked on Abby too, finally chipping through her nerves and also, it seemed, her reluctance toward him. Good; if she betrayed them again, he’d use that. She chuckled, relaxing in her chair and laying the pen down. “Do I have to go in there with Scott and Mike?”

      “I’m going to try to avoid that.” Nic nudged the stack of documents with his index finger. “This is your statement about Saturday’s events, plus my and Agent Byrne’s recommendations to waive any charges against you, as a cooperating informant and witness. You sign the affidavit and the recommendation, which Agent Byrne and I already signed, then I’ll hand the papers, together with Stefan Kristić’s statement”—he pulled a trifold sheet of paper from his inner coat pocket—“over to the judge.”

      “Then why did I have to come here?” Abby asked.

      “In case the judge has questions about your statement or our recommendations. Same reason I asked Agent Byrne to join us. Mr. Kristić, unfortunately, hasn’t been released from the hospital yet.”

      “Isn’t this just an arraignment?” Cam asked, mentally scratching his own head, not that he minded seeing a pre-court-jazzed Nic. “Scott and Mike walk in, plead not guilty, and you move for prelim or trial.” He’d seen more than a few of these too.

      “It’s felony murder,” Nic explained. “Someone was killed in the act of committing a felony, the attempted robbery. Neither Scott nor Mike pulled the trigger, but they’re on trial for murder.” Abby shivered, no doubt realizing that could be her on trial for murder too. “I’m covering all my bases,” Nic said.

      “Where do I sign?” Abby said, almost a squeak.

      Nic walked her through where she needed to execute each document, finishing just as two swift knocks sounded against the door. Tony opened the door to the court bailiff. “Attorney Price,” the bailiff said. “Judge O’Donnell is ready to start. Courtroom C.”

      “We’ll be right there,” Nic replied.

      Seeing Abby jolt, Cam reached across the table, covering her trembling hands. “Hang tight. Shouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes, twenty at most.”

      “Can Tony wait inside?” she asked.

      “Don’t see why not,” Cam said as he stood. The big man could do his job on either side of the door.

      Nic followed Cam to his feet. “How far are you into the book?” he asked Abby.

      “Chapter eleven, I think.”

      “That’s a good one.” He collected the legal documents, putting them all in a bucket folder, and left behind the pen and a legal pad. “Big conclave between the warring factions. Lots of interesting voices.”

      Abby had the earbuds back in before Tony even closed the door.

      As they walked down the hallway toward the courtroom, an air of confidence came over Nic that made Cam doubly wish the damn bailiff wasn’t waiting for them by the courtroom doors. Nic’s firm, round ass in perfectly fitted suit pants didn’t help either.

      “This is the part you like best, isn’t it?” Cam said.

      “It’s the one thing I’ve always been good at.”

      “Arguing?”

      Nic smirked. “Exactly.”

      Outside the courtroom door, the bailiff turned to head in, and Cam gave in to the urge, as much as he could under the circumstances. He darted out a hand, copping a feel of Nic’s ass in the guise of a “Go lock ’em up” tap.

      “You’ll pay for that,” Nic murmured, smirk tipping up into a smile.

      Biting back his own grin, Cam slipped into the courtroom behind Nic, impressed to find the room all but deserted. Just him and Nic, the judge, clerk and bailiff, and Scott and Mike, and their attorneys. Nic’s ploy had worked, and the clerk’s office had definitely done them a favor, more than a few.

      The pounding of the gavel called the court to order, and true to Cam’s word, it was eighteen minutes, start to finish. Not guilty pleas. A short argument over whether Scott and Mike would be released on bail, which Nic obviously won. The criminals were too much of a flight risk, and with Becca still at large, too much of a risk for another attempted felony gone wrong.

      Then some back-and-forth over calendaring to set the preliminary hearing for next Monday.

      “I’m surprised opposing counsel didn’t want to push the prelim out,” Cam said as they walked back to the holding room.

      “Part of that gauntlet you ran earlier was the press on sixteen, yes?”

      “Yeah, it was a fucking nightmare up there.”

      “That will only get worse the longer this drags on,” Nic replied. “Scott’s and Mike’s attorneys aren’t stupid. This is a relatively open-and-shut case, especially if we capture Becca in the meantime. Now I spend the next week negotiating plea agreements. That should be enough time. And if it isn’t . . .”

      The gleam in those blue eyes was telling. Maybe the prosecutor didn’t want to agree on the pleas. “If it isn’t,” Cam said, “you get to trial faster.” Nic’s smile could have lit the hallway. As it were, it lit Cam’s blood to boiling. “You are good at this.”

      “I know.”

      That confidence, that smile, and that fucking suit and tie finally got the better of Cam. Fuck but this man made him want to break all his rules. And truth be told, he’d never been that good with them when it came to sex, the wild side he’d buried long ago needing some outlet. And right now, Nic was the matador in an irresistible cape of gray and blue.

      He intercepted Nic’s arm mid-reach for the holding room door, using it to swing him around. Cam closed the distance between them, pressing Nic back against the wall. “You’re good at other things too. The way you handle case assets. Legal strategy. Making beer.” Cam’s gaze roved over Nic’s face. Blue eyes wide and darkening. A blush staining his high cheekbones. Parted lips that Cam couldn’t shake the taste of.

      Wanted to taste again. “Kissing,” Cam whispered.

      “Boston, there are cameras in this hallway.” It wasn’t so much a warning as barely restrained desire, Nic’s voice low and gravelly.

      “How much do you really care right now?”

      Nic’s gaze strayed to his mouth, and Cam had all the answer he needed. He clasped one side of Nic’s freshly shaven jaw and angled his face so he could devour him. The muted whimper from the back of Nic’s throat made Cam even hungrier.

      He moved to rid the inches between them, to slake his hunger with Nic’s mouth, only to have the distance spring back into reality, the holding room door banging open.

      At first, instinct startled them apart.

      Then shock kept them that way, attention suddenly focused elsewhere.

      Tony fell through the open doorway, hand slipping off the inside doorknob as he collapsed onto the floor.

      They both kicked into emergency mode.

      “Tony!” Nic slid onto his knees next to the unconscious guard, ripping through layers of clothes, searching for a wound, while Cam leaped over them.

      Into the empty room.

      No sign of Abby anywhere.

      Just the legal pad and tablet left behind.
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      “Are all lawyers screamers?” Cringing, Lauren shrank in her seat across the conference table from Cam. “I can’t believe I used to think Aidan was bad. He’s a fucking lightweight compared to . . .” She waved a hand the direction of Bowers’s office, and Cam couldn’t agree with her more.

      Nic and his boss had been going at it—Cam checked his watch—a solid hour, their voices escalating louder by the minute. Two offices lay between them, yet Cam could still make out every few words between the two attorneys.

      “Fucked up . . . more resources . . . irresponsible . . . what you wanted . . . turned on you . . . forced us . . . We’re screwed . . . Fix this . . .” The tirade went on.

      Cam and Lauren weren’t the only ones privy to the shouting match. In the war room with them were another attorney and paralegal working on a continuance, neither of whom seemed all that fazed by their bosses’ argument, and a team of agents Cam had brought down to brief on kidnap and extraction scenarios. He should have sent them back up to thirteen when he’d finished the debrief, but he wasn’t sure what Nic might want to run through once he escaped Bowers.

      The answer to that question was an emphatic “Clear the room.”

      Everyone scurried at Nic’s bark, and Cam could tell it was a struggle for him not to slam the door behind them. As it were, once he’d forced himself to close it gently, Nic stood with his rigid back to the room, arms spread, hands clutching the doorframe.

      “Breathe, Price.”

      It took a good thirty seconds of measured breaths, Nic’s long torso heaving up and down, before he dropped his arms and turned. He rounded the table and collapsed into the chair next to Cam. “We’re fucked,” he said.

      Acting on impulse—more and more of those sneaking through in Nic’s presence—Cam rolled his chair closer, their knees brushing under the table. Nic’s hand came down on his leg and Cam was certain he was going to shove him away, the impropriety here in the office a step too far, but Nic’s fingers dug into his thigh instead. All of that frustration needed an outlet; Cam was happy to provide it. “I got that much.”

      “Did you figure out how this happened?”

      Ignoring the warm, tempting weight of Nic’s unmoving hand, Cam drew the laptop over and opened the playback of the courthouse security footage. The time stamp was three minutes after the judge had called them to order. Cam pressed Play and the stairwell door he’d earlier entered, the one from the clerk’s office, opened. A young, suited woman appeared first.

      “That’s Judge Booth’s law clerk,” Nic said. “Lily Kramer.”

      Cam nodded. “Passed her up on sixteen when I first came in. Looked like she was waiting for someone outside the clerk’s office.”

      “Him,” Nic said, eyes glued to the young man who’d appeared on-screen, following Lily through the door.

      With his shaggy black hair and too-huge suit, the man didn’t look like another lawyer or anyone Cam recognized from the Federal Building elevators. Steno pad in hand, glasses perched on the end of his pointy nose, most people would mistake him for a reporter or, given how young he looked, maybe an interested law student. Interested in more than just the law, judging by the way he’d brazenly flirted with Lily. And she’d bought it, letting an unauthorized person into the chambers hallway.

      “I don’t recognize him,” Nic said.

      “I didn’t either,” Cam replied. “The hair and glasses may be a disguise. The suit certainly doesn’t fit.” In any event, he was attractive enough to catch Lily’s attention. On-screen, he moved in for a kiss, much the same way Cam had on Nic in the same hallway, only when the stranger got close to his target, he slipped something out of his coat pocket. A second later, Lily collapsed against him, and he lowered her to the floor.

      “She okay?” Nic asked.

      “Probably out of a job, but otherwise, yes, she’s fine. He drugged her with something and stashed her in Judge Booth’s chambers.”

      When the stranger emerged into the hallway, he headed straight for Abby’s holding room, pretended to be the bailiff in the accompanying audio, and Tony opened the door for him. The guard’s gut met the business end of another syringe. Not long after, the man dragged Abby out by the arm, disappearing with her into the stairwell.

      “Where’d they go from there?” Nic asked.

      Cam flipped to another security footage view. “Down to the parking garage and out. He swiped the clerk’s access card and keys.”

      “Fucking hell we’re fucked.” Nic fell back in the chair, withdrawing his hand and scrubbing both over his face. “Who even was that? Is he working for Becca or someone else?”

      “Facial recognition didn’t register, but we found the syringes in a parking garage trash can. Partial print. Lauren’s running it now.”

      Nic dropped his hands into his lap. “Let’s just hope it pings.”

      “How’s Tony?” Cam asked. A sad reprieve from the immediate issue but one nonetheless. Cam was genuinely concerned about the guard, whose status was being reported to Bowers.

      “Triple dose. Doctors were amazed he managed to fight through it and open the door. They’re monitoring him overnight for complications. Barring any, he should be released tomorrow.”

      “Good, good.”

      Nic hung his head, stretching out his neck, then rolled his head and shoulders, face angled toward Cam. “Prelim is in a week. We’ll move for a continuance, but we need to get Abby back.” The concerned weariness in his eyes said he was worried about more than just his case. Abby had not looked like a willing participant on that tape. She’d looked like a hostage. But still, Cam had to ask . . . “Are we sure that wasn’t an act on Abby’s part?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Did that look voluntary to you?”

      “That’s why I asked if it was an act. Why do you trust her?”

      “Because Becca’s got leverage on her sister. You know that. Cooperating with us is in her best interest.”

      “And allying with Becca’s not?”

      “All the biometrics on Sunday reported she was telling the truth. She’s a victim too, of God only knows what emotional blackmail or worse that Becca’s put her through.”

      The prosecutor’s voice and shoulders had risen as he’d gone on. And it wasn’t the first time Cam had seen Nic go to bat for a victim witness. There was more there, more Cam wanted to dig for, but now wasn’t the time, not when their witness was missing and Nic had already gone twelve rounds with Bowers. “Look, I agree, all signs point to Abby telling the truth, and I do not want to blame the victim either. I hear and respect you there. All I’m saying is, Abby’s number one priority is her sister, and we can’t completely dismiss the possibility that Becca is still her best bet. Abby may not trust us either.”

      Blue eyes stared back at him, icy and hard, until Nic blinked and the calm mask fell back into place. “Okay, so how do we get Abby to trust us? Get her out of the current jam, right?” Cam nodded, and Nic went on. “Perfect. This is your specialty. You’re one of the Bureau’s best kidnap and rescue agents. So how do we get Abby back and get ourselves unfucked?”

      Crisis averted, Cam relaxed back in his chair, crossing a leg and angling toward Nic. “The context of each kidnapping is different but they generally fall into one of a few categories. Assuming Becca arranged Abby’s, or that this person who took her is after the same thing—a way at the artifacts—relatively, this is one of the better sort.”

      “Yeah, Boston? How’s that?”

      “Kidnappings for ransom or kidnappings where the victim is needed for something depend on the victim remaining alive. At least for a time.”

      “And the other kind don’t,” Nic said quietly.

      No, they didn’t, and Cam wouldn’t wish that sort of pain on anyone. A search and rescue that turned up a dead body, or worse, no body at all. A family left to always wonder what had happened to their missing partner, friend, son, or daughter. That kind of loss tore families apart, was enough to send parents and siblings spiraling, especially when someone had broken the rules, had failed to be where he was supposed to be and lost someone dear to all of them as a result. Those cases, Cam knew, personally and professionally, were the worst, and not something you ever got over.

      Distractions cost lives.

      Ignoring the sick bubbling in his gut, Cam closed his laptop and laid a forearm on the table. “Unfortunately, this isn’t a ransom situation, so I don’t know what we can offer to persuade the kidnapper—short of the actual artifacts, assuming that’s what they’re after—to trade for Abby or to set a trap.”

      Nic shook his head. “Neither Kristić, the museum, nor the Serbian embassy are going to let us risk the artifacts, so where does that leave us?”

      “We have to find out where Abby is and go in after her.”

      “A raid?”

      Cam nodded. “Never my ideal rescue scenario—the chance of collateral damage is high, as we saw with the last one—but that’s all we’ve got here unless we find another in. The perps in custody still aren’t talking, and even if they were, they’re clearly not privy to Becca’s plans.”

      “And probably not to her current location either.”

      “I’m guessing not. I’ve got agents out checking their previous hideouts but ten to one she’s someplace new.”

      “So, we’ve got nothing,” Nic said over the door opening and Lauren flying in.

      “Maybe you’ve got nothing, but not me,” she said. “Wait, is that right, or did I fuck up the double negative thing?”

      “Lauren,” Cam snapped, probably sounding as irritated as Nic looked. It was only noon, and it already felt like one of the longest days of Cam’s career. “What’ve you got?”

      She set her laptop on the table and turned it around to them. On the screen was a young man with overly styled blond hair, dressed in khakis, flip-flops, and a polo bearing a tech company logo. The picture looked like it had been snapped at airport security. “Percy Hunter,” she said. “Print matches the one on the syringe. He’s a breaking and entering specialist we have under surveillance.”

      Cam squinted, looking for the same guy underneath the ridiculous frat-boy-slash-tech-boy outfit. “That’s him? And he’s a B&E guy? You sure?”

      “Number one rule of Silicon Valley,” Nic said, “never judge a person based on their attire and appearance. That guy you think looks like a stoner is probably an IPO millionaire. Or a criminal mastermind. Or both.”

      Cam shook off the cognitive dissonance, asking Lauren, “Is he connected to Becca?”

      “His accounts are flagged too.” She had that hacker gleam in her eyes; she’d caught the trail they needed. “Rebecca Monroe made a deposit this morning.”

      Cam shot to his feet, as did Nic beside him. “Do we have a location on him?”

      “Noodle Stop. Right around the corner.”
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        * * *

      

      Dining at the pho place where half the Federal Building employees ate lunch was a colossally stupid crook move. Then again, according to Lauren, Percy Hunter had no idea he was under investigation.

      That was about to change.

      Hoofing it up the street, Nic could already see the long line outside the tiny noodle shop.

      “We can’t go in there hot,” Cam said from beside him. “Not with that many people. He’ll either hear us coming or someone will get hurt. Or both.” He glanced over his shoulder at the two agents behind them. “Go around back. We’ll go in the front and flush him to you. Weapons holstered.” The agents broke left down a side street while Nic followed Cam up the hill. “No badges either,” Cam said to him and to the agents through the comms in their ears. “I don’t want to start a panic.”

      They didn’t need to worry about a panic so much as a riot. As soon as they hit the line and ignored it, heading straight for the door, the angry “You can’t jump” shouts started. But they needed to get in there. Percy had paid ten minutes ago, which was the exact amount of time it usually took to fill an order here. And today was no exception. From his vantage point above most heads, Nic saw sandy-haired Percy up front, still in that poorly fitted suit, grabbing his order.

      “He’s at the counter,” Nic said to Cam.

      The crowd complaints grew louder as Cam used his bruiser build to cut a path forward. Enough that Percy twisted to check out the commotion. When his gaze fell on Nic, his eyes widened and all the color drained from his face. Becca must have shown him a picture.

      “He’s running,” Nic said, anticipating Percy’s next move.

      Sure enough, noodles hit the floor with a splat, followed by the metal clang of upended tables and chairs on linoleum, as Percy darted for the back, creating a trail of hazards in his wake.

      Need for discretion gone, Cam shouted, “FBI! Out of the way,” and charged one direction around the small interior, leaping over the flipped table and noodles. “Move, move, move!”

      Nic cut the other direction, upending a table and chair himself in case Percy tried to run toward them instead of away, though the rest of the patrons bolting toward the door would have made a front exit difficult.

      Percy, however, did exactly what they wanted. Ran straight for the back door.

      “He’s headed out back,” Nic shouted across the room at Cam.

      “Intercept,” Cam called as Percy slammed through the exit door. Right into the waiting arms of the other agents.

      By the time Nic and Cam reached the alley, the other agents had cuffed Percy and one had him shoved face-first against the cement wall.

      “Hey, you can’t do this!” Percy struggled against the agent’s hold. “What about my rights?”

      Cam took the other agent’s place, wrapping a hand over Percy’s cuffed wrists and pressing him harder against the wall. “He’s not going to object,” Cam said with a nod at Nic.

      “You’re an attorney,” Percy spat his direction. “Do something.”

      “Sure,” Nic said, then proceeded to read him his Miranda rights.

      Cam smiled wider with each word. “Nice not to have to do that for a change.” He flipped Percy around and pushed him back against the wall. “Becca told you who we are?”

      Percy tried to play dumb. “Becca who?” Failed.

      “He recognized me back in the restaurant,” Nic said. “Maybe not you.”

      Cam had been masked at Stefan and Anica Kristić’s condo, and this was technically Nic and Aidan’s case even though Cam had been regularly briefed. Becca wouldn’t know Cam was the one chasing her now. Unless Abby . . . He banished the thought, wisely put there by Cam, but not wanting to think about Abby turning on them or cracking under pressure. Or worse, torture.

      “I got no idea who you are,” Percy tried again. Failed again.

      “You know,” Nic said, “you’re also in the running for Stupidest Crook of the Year. Eating a block away from the scene of the crime, and you didn’t even change out of the fucking suit that’s too big for you. Just ditched the wig.”
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